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Dorothea & Isabel: Nineteenth-Century Women Idealists’ 
Reimagining Marriage and Pursuing Vocation 
 The complex themes of George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871) and Henry 
James’ The Portrait of a Lady (1881) have attracted intensive study over the 
years, and they have drawn my interest as well, given these texts’ ability to speak 
both to their contemporary cultural concerns regarding women’s lives and to 
enduring questions of human idealism, vocation, imagination, and decision-
making. The novels offer compelling representations of idealistic young women 
protagonists who creatively grapple with gender-based restrictions on their 
opportunities to pursue personal ambitions. Though the situation for women in 
western society has changed greatly since the late nineteenth century, the essential 
question in the hearts of Dorothea and Isabel is the same that I and my peers seek 
to answer today: How will I discover my unique vocation and make a meaningful 
contribution to my world? The exact types of societal pressure contemporary 
women experience may differ widely from those of the late nineteenth century, 
yet the demands on individual women to negotiate opportunities creatively, to 
plan, to decide, and to act are consistent. Dorothea and Isabel approach this 
problem from the basis of their imaginative idealism. Examining the psychology 
and the lives of these characters can suggest how we, like Dorothea and Isabel, 
may also creatively endeavor to work around socially-imposed limitations to 
pursue our ambitions. We may also learn from their shortcomings. 
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James and Eliot show how their culture’s limited educational and 
occupational options and narrow role expectations might push idealistic women to 
think imaginatively about their decisions. Dorothea and Isabel each choose to 
marry a man whom their friends and family—who perhaps represent the 
‘common sense’ of society overall—do not consider to be a good match. These 
women, who consistently demonstrate qualities that their communities recognize 
as unique, develop complex motivations for making these unconventional 
marriage choices. In effect, Dorothea and Isabel attempt to co-opt marriage—the 
main decisional opportunity available to them as young, upper-middle class, 
White women of their society—into becoming the means to pursue a self-
determined, personally meaningful vocation. These women reimagine the 
culture’s presentation of marriage: rather than considering marriage to be the end 
in itself, to provide domestic happiness or security by occupying a traditionally 
feminine role of housewife, the ‘angel in the house,’1 Dorothea and Isabel each 
envision marriage as a tool to actualize their set of personal ideals and enable 
them to contribute uniquely to their society.  
Though Dorothea and Isabel are idealistic, their marriage decisions also 
represent a pragmatic attempt to stretch the bounds of what the traditional 
woman’s life could be, working within the current reality of marriage as the 
                                                          
1 See Cruea, “Changing Ideals of Womanhood During the Nineteenth-Century Woman 
Movement,” for an explanation of this ideal. 
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greatest opportunity for women. For Isabel and Dorothea, idealism and realism 
co-exist. As they implicitly challenge this dichotomy, they also cross other 
dichotomies that their culture traditionally upheld as mutually exclusive: active 
versus passive, private versus public, receiving versus giving, etc. However, 
despite the potential merit of their attempts, Dorothea’s marriage to Casaubon and 
Isabel’s to Osmond lead to their failing to actualize their initial ambitions. This 
result occurs in part because Dorothea and Isabel make normal, human cognitive 
errors. The complex skill-set of an imaginative mind is subject to occasionally 
misinterpret, and Dorothea and Isabel formulate flawed mental representations of 
the men they choose. These husbands likewise misinterpret the character of their 
wives, but the consequences of the women’s errors become particularly grave due 
to the legal and cultural realities of marriage, which created a strong imbalance of 
power that favored men. So, factors both within and outside the women’s control 
contribute to the unsuccessful outcomes of their choices. The idealistic 
imagination exists simultaneously as a powerful, visionary tool and as a fallible 
faculty.  
Dorothea and Isabel must then navigate new challenges after their 
marriage mistakes. As they assess their options and look for culturally practicable 
ways to pursue a meaningful life, the women continue to develop their values and 
vocation. By deciding to marry Will, Dorothea ultimately compromises on 
pursuing greatness but finds a solid avenue for enacting her ideals on a smaller 
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scale. Isabel, on the other hand, temporarily falters in maintaining her ideals, but 
she begins to reclaim her values as the novel closes. These complex journeys of 
Isabel and Dorothea connect also to the lives of modern-day individuals, 
especially women, who seek to actualize their vocations. Though contemporary 
cultural attitudes have changed, gender-based social pressures continue to 
challenge women who strive toward a personally meaningful life.    
In Eliot’s and James’ progressive, reform-oriented era, cultural attitudes 
evolved also. In particular, conceptions of women’s roles and of vocation 
changed. In The Angel Out of the House : Philanthropy and Gender in 
Nineteenth-Century England, Dorice Eliot discusses the “ideology of vocation”: 
vocation originally referred only to a religious calling, but by the nineteenth 
century, individuals applied the term also to personal callings toward other types 
of work (200-201). In fact, “Recent sociologists identify the notion of vocation as 
key to the formation of the modern professions during the nineteenth-century 
[sic]” (200). This ideal remains important in contemporary society as well: 
anecdotally, the immensely popular career guide What Color is Your Parachute? 
(originally published in 1970, the most recent edition in 2018) bases its approach 
on helping the individual discern a personal call. In the nineteenth century, 
however, the ideal of professional vocation was practically open only to men. As 
Dorice Eliot describes, even women making full-time philanthropic contributions 
felt the need to use “spiritualized” language to justify their involvement, rather 
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than claiming a “professionalized” vocation as men could (204). In Beautiful 
Boredom, Lee Anna Maynard describes the traditional ideal of “the typical 
Victorian woman: she is acted upon, rather than acting; she is barred from the 
public sphere … she has no recourse to education or intellectual stimulation; she 
waits … and she can have no vocation outside marriage and the home” (6) 
(emphasis mine). Yet, some reformers began to challenge ingrained cultural and 
legal structures that limited women’s power. In fact, legal changes occurred 
around the time of publication of these novels: for instance, the Married Women’s 
Property Act of 1870, expanding women’s ownership rights in England, just 
preceded Middlemarch (1871), and another more extensive Married Women’s 
Property Act passed in 1882, one year after the publication of The Portrait of a 
Lady (1881). This protection of women’s control over property might better 
enable them to utilize their resources to pursue a professional vocation or 
otherwise engage in the public sphere.  
Nevertheless, in this time of social change, the traditional vision of a 
lady’s vocation in the home remained prominent, bolstered by the historical (and 
mostly continuing) deficit in substantial educational opportunities for the average 
middle-to-upper class woman. Barbara Lee Bodichon, a prominent advocate for 
women’s rights (particularly for property rights) and a friend of George Eliot’s, 
highlighted the limitations of all women’s vocational opportunities in her 
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influential tract “A Brief Summary in Plain Language of the Most Important Laws 
Concerning Women” (1854):  
The church and nearly all offices under government are closed to 
women. … there is no important office which they can hold ... The 
professions of law and medicine, whether or not closed by law, are 
closed in fact. They may … occupy inferior situations, such as 
matron of a charity, sextoness of a church, and a few parochial 
offices are open to them. Women are occasionally governors of 
prisons for women, overseers of the poor, and parish clerks. 
Dorothea’s story, set in the early 1830s, certainly deals with this cultural reality of 
women’s professional standing in “inferior situations” rather than in any 
“important office.” But, by the end of the century, some women had adopted the 
ideal of the “New Woman,” who asserted “her right, not just to an education or a 
job outside the home, but to a career, which met her personal needs and fulfilled 
her interests” (Cruea). Some credit Henry James with first using the phrase “New 
Woman,” and the culture saw this type of woman as quite radical, “questioning 
the whole system of male supremacy, [and] thus posing what was perceived as 
serious threat to the established social order” (“The New Woman in Nineteenth-
Century Literature”).  
For non-radicalized ladies like Dorothea and Isabel, no opportunity or 
encouragement toward occupational preparation existed. Women’s working in the 
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public sphere represented a strange and perhaps off-putting phenomenon: In The 
Portrait of a Lady, Ralph expresses surprise at Henrietta, a successful woman 
journalist who is often considered a prime example of the “New Woman” (“The 
New Woman in Nineteenth-Century Literature”): “A female interviewer—a 
reporter in petticoats? I’m very curious to see her” (James 97). Despite some 
developments in women’s opportunities in the late years of the century, “The 
public was unwilling to abandon its notion of separate spheres for men and 
women or accept the possibility of female emotional fulfillment outside of 
heterosexual marriage [in a professional career]” (Cruea). Indeed, many 
characters in The Portrait of a Lady and Middlemarch express an internalized 
dichotomy between the spheres of women and men, with men strictly inhabiting a 
world of bold, public action and women strictly occupying a delicate, domestic 
world.  For example, in a conversation with her cousin Ralph, Isabel denies that 
she is adventurous or courageous, saying “Women are not like men” (James 165). 
On some level, Isabel believes that such active qualities are outside her scope as a 
woman. Such thoughts arise from cultural pressure: Isabel later recognizes that 
men, unlike women, are “always free to plunge into the healing waters of action” 
(James 402). Social expectations dictate that men be active and externally 
focused, while women occupy a private, internal, and quiet position. Few outlets 
of “action” for women existed. When Isabel struggles with her situation as an 
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unhappy wife, she longs to “do” rather than simply suffer; she seeks opportunities 
for “occupation” and “positive exertion” (James 433).  
In contrast to that traditional model, Dorothea and Isabel seek to act: while 
not entering into the extreme role of the “New Woman,” these protagonists 
nevertheless have distinct ideals that mark them as unique in their communities 
and point them toward an unconventional vocation. The preface of Middlemarch 
likens Dorothea to the model of Saint Theresa of Ávila, a venerated historical 
figure with an “ideal, passionate nature” (Eliot 1), and Dorothea’s sister Celia, a 
more conventional woman who knows Dorothea very well, comments on 
Dorothea’s unique “notions,” stating that Dorothea sees what no one else does, 
yet misses “what is quite plain” (Eliot 31). This stance hints of Dorothea’s unique 
perspective or imagination. If “what is quite plain” represents the community’s 
standard of common sense, Dorothea’s point of view stands out. In fact, Dorothea 
says that she does not know anyone who looks at life just how she does (Eliot 44). 
Celia reinforces this trait of Dorothea’s again later on, when she comments that 
Dorothea “never did do what other people do, and I think she never will” (Eliot 
271). Dorothea recognizes this independent spirit in herself as well: “‘I never 
called everything by the same name that all the people about me did’ said 
Dorothea stoutly” (509). These traits add up to an impression that Dorothea’s 
nature is truly special: for example, Lydgate recognizes in her “a genius for 
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feeling nobly” (Eliot 562), and her brother-in-law Sir James calls her noble and 
comments that she should have been a queen (Eliot 508).  
Whether Sir James sees Dorothea as a queen capable of authoritative 
decision-making is another question; he may hold ideals found in Ruskin’s “Of 
Queen’s Gardens,” which codes women’s power for “rule” as the antithesis of 
men’s role as naturally “the doer, the creator, the discoverer” (qtd. in Millett 126). 
However, Sir James makes his comment in response to his wife Celia’s comments 
regarding Dorothea’s unique qualities: As a widow,  “Dodo is just the creature not 
to mind about having anything of her own—children or anything!,” yet “she can 
have as many notions of her own as she likes” (508). Thus, Dorothea’s status as 
queenly does not come simply from her being a woman. Similarly, the German 
artist Naumann upon observing Dorothea envisions her as a “Christian 
Antigone—sensuous force controlled by spiritual passion” (Eliot 180). Although 
this last comment is only the brief first impression of a stranger, Antigone 
represents an exceptional woman who takes bold action to live according to her 
values: she determines to give her brother a proper, formal burial in defiance of 
community authority. Dorothea likewise will make personally meaningful choices 
that contradict the common sense practices of her society, and the narrator’s final 
comments of the novel liken Dorothea to a “new Antigone” (Eliot 794). Thus, 
Dorothea does not represent the average person, but one who has the potential to 
effect great change or accomplish a noteworthy, powerful deed.  
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Like Dorothea’s situation, Isabel’s ideals lead to her community’s 
recognizing that she holds unique potential. Though they do not emphasize 
nobility, Isabel’s friends and family look at her future with a sense of curious 
wonder. Her sister and brother-in-law think of her as “original” and “capable of 
anything” (James 45). They believe that she should be provided with the 
opportunity “to develop” (45). In a keener analysis, Isabel’s cousin Ralph reflects 
on her qualities: 
She was intelligent and generous; it was a fine free nature; but 
what was she going to do with herself? This question was irregular, 
for with most women one had no occasion to ask it. Most women 
did with themselves nothing at all; they waited, in attitudes more or 
less gracefully passive, for a man to come that way and furnish 
them with a destiny. Isabel’s originality was that she gave one an 
impression of having intentions of her own. (James 76) 
If we take Ralph’s interpretation at face value, Isabel shows independence and 
ambition by “having intentions of her own.” The fact that these characteristics 
constitute “originality” on the part of Isabel highlight again the culture’s strict role 
expectations for women. Implications of intentionality and activity—that she 
might desire to “do” something in particular—strike Ralph as unique or 
“irregular,” given the expectation that “women” be “gracefully passive.” Isabel, 
who does in fact desire to discover her own “vocation” (James 66) and “choose 
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[her own] fate” (James 175), does not identify with this vision of inactive 
feminine grace, held up by her society. Rather, she values the pursuit of a 
participatory, engaged, and self-determined life course. Isabel does not want to 
receive a “destiny” as gift from a man. In contrast, Osmond later claims, “a 
woman’s natural mission is to be where she’s most appreciated” (James 280). His 
view of women’s nature does not conceive that a woman might want to take 
positive action towards her own pursuits, having any personal “mission”—or 
intentions of her own—but that she should only receive admiration, essentially as 
a lovely object.   
Thus, Isabel and Dorothea are unconventional, and their unique idealism 
challenges the culture’s dichotomy of masculine and feminine roles and provides 
a motivating force to take daring, independent decisions. Early on, the narrator 
describes Dorothea’s mind as “theoretic,” yearning “after some lofty conception 
of the world” and “enamored of intensity and greatness,” (Eliot 4). The narrator 
also comments that her fervor in these concepts could impede her from gaining a 
successful marriage, the traditionally most important goal for a woman, since 
women are “expected to have weak opinions” (Eliot 5). But Dorothea has other, 
strong desires: in envisioning her life, Dorothea will not be satisfied with the 
culture’s typical avenues for a “Christian young lady of fortune” to do small good 
works in her town. She is too “ardent, theoretic, and intellectually consequent” for 
that limited scale of endeavors (Eliot 23-24). Instead, from the beginning of the 
  Gebbia 13 
 
novel Dorothea demonstrates attitudes and impulses toward making a substantial 
difference. For example, she looks forward to later having “command of money 
for generous schemes” (Eliot 5), she has begun an “infant school” (Eliot 7), and 
she dedicates herself to making new building plans for the layout of cottages on 
the estate in order to improve the lives of tenants (Eliot 26-27). These actions not 
only show that Dorothea is quite compassionate, but also that she takes initiative: 
she evaluates her opportunities and range of influence, creatively and diligently 
makes plans, and then works to put those plans into action.  
This personality contrasts with the culture’s feminine ideal of passivity, 
leisure, and exclusive commitment to the private sphere of home life, and 
Dorothea experiences frustration at the limits others try to impose. During her 
marriage to Casaubon, her male relatives encourage her “to be a great deal on 
horseback, and have the garden altered and new conservatories” (Eliot 346), 
though none of these activities feel significant to Dorothea. Her friends and 
family see her cottage plans as trivial. Her sister Celia characterizes the plans as 
Dorothea’s “favorite fad” (Eliot 32), and her uncle describes the planning as 
Dorothea’s “hobby,” (Eliot 369). But, this ambition represents not a hobby but an 
expression of Dorothea’s permanent values. Dorothea consistently endeavors to 
enact justice and compassion in her community: she desires to donate money to 
the new hospital project in town (Eliot 418), she asks Casaubon to right the wrong 
she perceives against Will’s family in the issue of their disinheritance (353-356), 
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and she advocates for improving the lives of the local laboring people (370). In 
the last example, she passionately calls out her uncle on the hypocrisy of running 
for public office on a reform platform yet failing to implement positive change at 
home: “I think we have no right to come forward and urge wider changes for 
good, until we have tried to alter the evils which lie under our own hands” (Eliot 
370). Dorothea’s high idealism drives her to take practical action, here as a 
powerful, advocating voice. Her “eloquence” leads to feelings of discomfort in 
her male audience, who see “a certain greatness” in her—“nature having intended 
greatness for men” (370), as the narrator voices the typical societal viewpoint. 
Again, Dorothea is unique, and her idealism grapples actively with the reality 
around her. 
Isabel’s idealism also will drive her to action, though her ideals differ 
from Dorothea’s by focusing on independence, self-determination, curiosity, and 
beauty for their own sake. Isabel’s imaginative analysis of her world significantly 
drives the development of these ideals. In an early characterization, the narrator 
judges, “Isabel Archer was a young person of many theories; her imagination was 
remarkably active” (James 63). Many of the theories she develops deal with her 
understanding of herself: she believes “that one should be one of the best” (64), 
and that she should have reason to think highly of herself. She also believes she 
should engage in useful activity and that she ought not to concern herself too 
much with thoughts of marriage but should be able instead “to live to herself” 
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(66), although at the same time she feels “that she could give herself completely” 
under certain circumstances (James 66-67). She has another theory that “a young 
woman whom after all every one thought clever should begin by getting a general 
impression of life” (James 67). All of these ideas show that Isabel has thought 
thoroughly about a number of issues and has firmly decided her own opinion. 
These decided perspectives indicate her confidence, as well as her idealistic 
framework overall: she thinks in terms of the way she “should” be and what she 
“ought to” do. The narrator claims Isabel has “inflated ideals” (65), perhaps 
because her imagination informs these ideals more so than direct experience does. 
The text highlights the power of her imagination as well as a level of naivety 
within her thinking:  
The girl had a certain nobleness of imagination which rendered her 
a good many services and played her a great many tricks. She 
spent half her time in thinking of beauty and bravery and 
magnanimity; she had a fixed determination to regard the world as 
a place of brightness, of free expansion, of irresistible action: she 
held it must be detestable to be afraid or ashamed. She had an 
infinite hope that she should never do anything wrong … (James 
64) 
The narrator describes Isabel as a “girl,” rather than as a young woman, implying 
innocence as well as immaturity, though at the same time her imagination carries 
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“nobleness.” Nobility connotes grandeur or a unique talent. Isabel’s hopeful, 
idealistic imagination may represent such a talent, though its mixed effects 
include “a good many services” and “a great many tricks.” That shift in language 
from “good” to “great” could suggest that the narrator feels that the dangers 
outweigh the benefits of Isabel’s imagination, despite this faculty’s unique 
strength and seemingly positive potential. Indeed, Isabel’s imagination will play a 
significant role in her decision to marry Osmond, a mistake that will thwart her 
“hope that she should never do anything wrong.”  
Yet, Isabel’s imagination forms a basis for her desires for engaged action 
and for pursuing experiential knowledge. These ambitions contrast with the 
culture’s feminine ideal of inaction and shallow understanding. For example, 
Isabel wants “to make some very enlightened use” of her independent status 
(James 65). Later Isabel will ask the leisure-focused American expatriate Ned 
Rosier, “but what does it lead to?”: she desires a life that is not “inane,” but has a 
meaningful direction (James 226). In keeping with that value to discover purpose, 
she is deeply curious: “she had an immense curiosity about life and was 
constantly staring and wondering.” (49). She is also introspective: she “was 
always planning out her development, desiring her perfection, observing her 
progress. Her nature had, in her conceit, a certain garden-like quality…” (67). 
Isabel desires her own cultivation. Interestingly, the narrator also mentions that 
Isabel reads widely and has even read “the prose of George Eliot” (does she know 
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Dorothea’s story, and if so what implications does that knowledge have?), yet 
Isabel prefers learning firsthand over reading (James 49). Isabel even expresses to 
her cousin Ralph a desire to learn from suffering (James 60-62, 49). Ralph later 
gives Isabel his interpretation of her ideal of pursuing knowledge: “‘You’ve told 
me the great thing: that the world interests you and that you want to throw 
yourself into it.’” In their conversation, Isabel has said she wants to “see for 
myself” and “look about me” (James 164-165).  
Isabel’s idealism expresses itself in a quest for greater understanding. 
Ralph thus expects that Isabel will not marry but will maintain her liberty and take 
that opportunity to study human nature (James 291-292). Ironically, through her 
marriage to Osmond, Isabel does get a chance to better understand the world—
even Osmond’s name echoes the French and Italian words for world, monde and 
mondo, respectively—as she encounters an unexpected darker side of human 
nature in Madame Merle’s and Osmond’s deception. But, much before Isabel 
takes this important step, she describes how she sees herself and her situation to 
Goodwood, one of her rejected suitors:  
I’m not in my first youth—I can do what I choose—I belong quite 
to the independent class. I’ve neither father nor mother; I’m poor 
and of a serious disposition; I’m not pretty. I therefore am not 
bound to be timid and conventional; indeed I can’t afford such 
luxuries. Besides, I try to judge things for myself; to judge wrong, 
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I think, is more honourable than not to judge at all. I don’t wish to 
be a mere sheep in the flock; I wish to choose my fate and know 
something of human affairs beyond what other people think it 
compatible with propriety to tell me … (James 175) 
All these statements reflect core ideals that Isabel values: her independence, her 
bent toward unconventionality, her capacity for self-determination, and her desire 
for firsthand knowledge. 
 Despite holding such well-defined ideals, both Isabel and Dorothea 
struggle with a certain vagueness in their endeavors; no clear path to destiny or 
personal vocation presents itself obviously to either woman. For Isabel, though 
she may show signs of potential in her intentionality, the question remains what 
exactly she was “going to do with herself.” Some acquaintances figure that Isabel 
could be a writer, but she lacks that interest and skill set: “the girl … had no 
desire for the laurels of authorship. She had no talent for expression and too little 
of the consciousness of genius” (James 63). The phrase, “the consciousness of 
genius,” has an ambiguous significance: is Isabel no genius at all, but just an 
average woman? Or, does she simply not have the “consciousness” of her talent, 
lacking the full awareness of what unique contribution she might bring? Isabel’s 
Aunt Tochett likewise comments, “It may be that Isabel’s a genius; but in that 
case I’ve not yet learned her special line” (James 57). Isabel herself has not 
discovered her “special line,” unlike her friend Henrietta, who has the obvious 
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skill of her “journalistic talent” (James 66). Although Isabel has not found a like 
field to embrace, she refuses “to conclude that one had no vocation, no beneficent 
aptitude of any sort, and resign one’s self to being frivolous and hollow. Isabel 
was stoutly determined not to be hollow. If one should wait with the right 
patience one would find some happy work to one’s hand” (James 66). 
Isabel desires opportunity to engage in meaningful action, purposeful 
“work” that is tied to her own “vocation” and unique “aptitude,” whatever that 
aptitude may be. She views such ambitions as feasible for women, given her 
acquaintance with Henrietta, whom she sees as “so high an example of useful 
activity that Isabel always thought of her as a model” and as “proof that a woman 
might suffice to herself and be happy” (James 65). Isabel admires these traits and 
wants independently to find her own sphere of “useful activity,” but the specific 
outlet or action is not apparent. We must keep in mind that Isabel, as a nineteenth-
century woman, has received “no regular education” (47) or encouragement 
toward any professional career. In Isabel’s upbringing, she “had had everything a 
girl could have: kindness, admiration, bonbons, bouquets, the sense of exclusion 
from none of the privileges of the world she lived in, abundant opportunity for 
dancing, plenty of new dresses…” (49). In her youth, Isabel may not subjectively 
feel any “sense” of her lack, but dancing aside, the “privileges of the world she 
lived in” have not quite created “abundant opportunity.” If Isabel’s culture had 
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offered a wider range of options to middle-class women, she likely would have 
clearer ideas for developing a personally fulfilling vocation.  
 While Isabel’s specific ambitions are vague, her dissatisfaction with the 
culture’s typical pattern for women’s lives is quite clear. Her refusal of marriage 
proposals from Warburton and Goodwood, two men who represent advantageous 
matches in the eyes of the community, reveals her rejection of the norm. 
Regarding her decline of Warburton, Isabel ponders (in free indirect discourse): 
“She couldn’t marry Lord Warburton; the idea failed to support any enlightened 
prejudice in favour of the free exploration of life that she had hitherto entertained 
or was now capable of entertaining” (James 124), and “The ‘splendid’ security so 
offered her was not the greatest she could conceive” (122). Isabel imagines and 
hopes for something greater in her life, while she also recognizes that the majority 
of women would be content to accept this marriage proposal, and she feels some 
internal conflict about the significance of her choice:  
She did her sex no injustice in believing that nineteen out of twenty 
would have accommodated themselves to [marriage with 
Warburton] without a pang. … Who was she, what was she, that 
she should hold herself superior? What view of life, what design 
upon fate, what conception of happiness, had she that pretended to 
be larger than these large, these fabulous occasions? If she 
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wouldn’t do such as a thing as that she must do great things, she 
must do something greater. (James 124)    
Isabel thus feels self-doubt regarding her ideals and ambitions: she wonders 
whether excess pride drives her decision. Since her thoughts are so exceptional, 
she feels strong pressure to live up to those ideals by accomplishing something 
grand, and Isabel wonders whether she might be “a victim to intellectual 
eagerness and vague ambitions—ambitions reaching beyond Lord Warburton’s 
beautiful appeal, reaching to something indefinable and possibly not 
commendable” (James 128).   
Isabel’s discomfort here may reflect a cultural idea that high ambition is 
inappropriate in women. Though she desires to reach “beyond” the opportunities 
of a marriage proposal, no alternative cultural script or schema exists for women. 
Her gender has limited her capacity to clarify and define her goals. Where society 
might admire “intellectual eagerness” and ambition in men of the time, these traits 
represent something “possibly not commendable” and even dangerous for women, 
as Isabel could be “a victim.” Her conflicted feelings indicate that she has 
internalized that viewpoint to some extent. Isabel feels “really frightened at 
herself” (125) after she rejects Warburton, and she considers it “strange” that she 
is “still unsatisfied” after encountering this man who really “corresponded to her 
idea of a delightful person,” unlike her other suitor Goodwood (131). The outside 
perspectives of various male characters also reflect Isabel’s unique drive for 
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something more (despite the lack of clarity in what that something will be). 
Echoing Isabel’s thoughts, Ralph comments to her, “Nineteen women out of 
twenty … even of the most exacting sort, would have managed to do with 
Warburton” (162). Earlier, Warburton also tells Isabel, “You strike me as having 
mysterious purposes—vast designs” (James 94). Isabel replies that she simply 
holds “the purpose of improving [her] mind by foreign travel,” but her “purposes” 
and “designs” truly are more “mysterious,” even to herself. Osmond also will call 
Isabel “exceptional,” (131), though all these men, Isabel herself, and the reader 
have difficulty pinning down the implications of her unique nature in a concrete 
way.  
Though Isabel cannot quite recognize what her vocation or fate is, she 
decides firmly what it is not. Isabel explains to Warburton that she would be 
trying to escape her fate by marrying him, though she struggles to put this 
intuitive conviction into words when he asks why: “Because it’s not,’ said Isabel 
femininely. ‘I know it’s not. It’s not my fate to give up—I know it can’t be … It’s 
getting—getting—getting a great deal. But it’s giving up other chances ...’” 
(James 145). Here we see Isabel’s lack of “talent for expression” as referenced 
earlier; she has developed a reasoned basis for rejecting Warburton, but her 
explanation is hard for others to comprehend. Isabel attempts to justify: “I can 
never be happy in any extraordinary way; not by turning away, by separating 
myself … From the usual chances and dangers, from what most people know and 
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suffer” (James 145). To Isabel, a marriage to Warburton represents a too 
comfortable, inactive, and unfulfilling life, even though such a life would actually 
contain “the usual chances” and experiences of what “most” women in her culture 
know. She feels she would be “turning away” from her ideals, “separating” 
herself from the world she wants to explore, thereby forgoing her opportunity to 
pursue the meaningful activity and experiential knowledge she desires. Though 
her future path is still unclear, she does not embrace what the culture considers to 
be the highest life for women: marriage to a wealthy, handsome, and titled man 
who provides for her physical and emotional needs. Isabel’s rejection of this 
conventional norm will pave the way for her to make an unexpected, 
unconventional choice: marrying Osmond.  
 Dorothea likewise encounters many difficulties in finding specific ways to 
implement her idealism, before she creatively attempts to reinterpret marriage. 
Although Dorothea comes up with many ideas for different projects, her ability to 
enact those ideas is limited. Her goals center on community improvement: cottage 
plans, a new school, or a new town bell. Dorothea has a charitable spirit, but she 
wants to make a more dramatic and permanent impact than simply to contribute to 
the existing “village charities,” as her culture expected wealthy women to do 
(Eliot 23-24). Her strong urge to make a difference even leads her to feel 
disappointed when she discovers that the Lowick villagers do not suffer from 
significant problems: she will provide little positive impact there once she marries 
  Gebbia 24 
 
Casaubon (Eliot 71). Such a feeling indicates how firmly Dorothea wants to make 
a useful and meaningful contribution with her life. Yet, Dorothea recognizes early 
on that her direct opportunities for action will not be wide, but that she will be 
able to influence men around her, such as her future brother-in-law Sir James: 
“she had often thought that she could urge him to many good actions” (Eliot 13).  
Dorothea becomes a passionate advocate: she convinces Sir James to enact 
the more humane cottage plans (13), she asks Casaubon to provide financially for 
Will to right the wrong of his grandmother’s disinheritance (355), and she urges 
her uncle Mr. Brooke to improve his estate management (370). Dorothea also 
advocates in favor of Lydgate’s reputation, even talking to his wife on his behalf, 
after the scandal regarding Raffles’ death. So, Dorothea uses her influence well, 
but unfortunately she does not hold the power to decide and enact these changes 
on her own. Even later on, as a widow with more financial power, she faces 
difficulties in enacting her plans. Rather than remarry, Dorothea intends to 
purchase a plot of land and organize an innovative village-colony with an industry 
school (Eliot 522, 727), and she takes a step towards this project by traveling to 
visit a potential plot of land (650). Ultimately, her male relatives convince her that 
the idea is much too risky (727). Dorice Eliot explains this social context for 
Dorothea: “Even when, as a widow, Dorothea controls her money, she is 
hampered by her lack of business experience as well as by the social conventions 
that prevent her from traveling and conducting real estate transactions by herself” 
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(196). Thus, she “depends on the permission and support of her male relatives” 
(196). In sum, Dorothea faces strong obstacles to turning her ideals into a specific 
reality. 
 In contrast to the experiences of Isabel and Dorothea, the men of their 
culture have the advantage of a wide scope of clear possibilities from which to 
choose. Ambitious men can form specific vocational ideals and have the social 
power to pursue their aspirations. For example, Caspar Goodwood has “a bold … 
ambition” (James 130), and he seems to be a natural leader; he has been active 
and successful in the business world, and his friends believe he “might do greater 
things than carry on a cotton-factory” (130). Contemporary social convention 
closed off this world of industry or business leadership to women. Casaubon’s 
ambitions lie in another field, academic scholarship. He has had the privilege of 
obtaining a theological education as a basis for pursuing his “Key to All 
Mythologies” work. Although Casaubon ultimately fails to publish the product, he 
has received the basic opportunity to work toward that ambition, unlike Dorothea 
or Isabel, who would never have received education in theology or historic 
mythology and would never have discovered an interest in that topic. Similarly, 
Lydgate plans to make a grand difference in the medical sphere: because he has a 
medical education, he has found that he has this personal “intellectual passion.” 
He desires—and has the ability—to pursue starting a new research hospital, 
working towards anatomical discovery, and reforming common medical practice 
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that he finds unjust (Eliot 139-140). Lydgate has this specific opportunity to act 
for “social good” and “reform”—as well as possibly “win celebrity” from his 
contribution (Eliot 136-137). He wishes “to do good small work for Middlemarch, 
and great work for the world” (Eliot 141). Like Casaubon, Lydgate will fall short 
of his own expectations. However, due to his privileges as a man, he has at least 
been able to choose a particular path and actively engage in the field that interests 
him personally, while Dorothea and Isabel have no opportunity to develop their 
minds through formal education or plan out a public, career-oriented aspiration.  
Men may encounter other barriers in pursuit of a successful vocation, 
whether from class and family expectations or issues of personal preference. Fred 
Vincy receives training as a clergyman due to pressure from his family but is not 
personally suited for that career (Eliot 108), Mr. Farebrother, also a clergyman, 
feels he may not be in the “right vocation,” because he has a stronger passion for 
entomology, and Will Ladislaw struggles initially to form a long-term plan. 
Dorothea has a hopeful perspective on Will, whom others perceive as lazy: “After 
all, people may really have in them some vocation which is not quite plain to 
themselves” (Eliot 76). Although these men struggle, their culture still expects 
them to pursue a public career: Dorice Eliot claims that Middlemarch “is 
unequivocal about the need for men to have work to define themselves” (209). 
Yet, less ambitious men also may freely reject exploring professional ambition 
and choose to embrace an older ideal of the leisure-focused gentleman, such as 
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Osmond who asks “What in the world … is worth an effort?” (James 254) or the 
other American expatriates, the Luces and Ned Rosier (226). In fact, Ned Rosier 
says to Isabel, “there’s nothing for a gentleman in America [with respect to 
vocation]” (230). These wealthy men become lazy by their own decision, and they 
maintain leisure as a defining criterion for upper class status. According to Lee 
Anna Maynard, the nineteenth-century sociologist Thorstein Veblen theorized 
that “Woman’s economic function in the leisure class is to marry and be married, 
providing funds and subservience” (133). For men like Osmond, women have 
value as “evidence of wealth and as a means of accumulating wealth [through 
acquiring control of a wife’s property]” (Veblen qtd. in Maynard 133). Whether in 
this framework of the leisure class ideal or in the professional vocation ideal, men 
can choose a particular lifestyle, while women have no real options outside 
marriage. Even the most traditional gentleman in the novel, Warburton, a wealthy 
and titled landowner who has no need to work, makes an active contribution to 
the public sphere when he enters politics, “doing great things” as a “statesman” 
(James 402). Isabel and Dorothea cannot even vote, much less serve in public 
office.  
  The combination of these limiting social pressures with Dorothea’s and 
Isabel’s powerful idealism leads them to make a daring, creative attempt: each 
woman reimagines marriage as a unique means to assert her ideals and pursue her 
vocation. The marriage decision represents the opportunity in which young 
  Gebbia 28 
 
women like Isabel and Dorothea (middle-to-upper class, White women) had the 
greatest personal control. In Curious Subjects, Hilary Schor points out the 
narrative tradition of the marriage plot in the realist novel: “men have plots of 
ambition and women have plots of love” (5). This expectation in fiction reflects 
the cultural reality of women’s limited scope of choice, Schor goes on to argue:  
The heroine’s question is, ‘What is this world in which I must 
make my way?’ And in her way, the question that lies before her 
most often is, ‘whom shall I marry?… The question for Isabel 
Archer, for all the ‘frail vessels’ of this tradition, is precisely that 
of … moving freely in the world, of choosing for themselves, in a 
world that is structured (and here I mean both the novel and Anglo-
American society) to allow them one and only one choice: that of a 
husband. (5)  
Schor illustrates that women’s greatest degree of individual determination existed 
in this decision of which husband to choose (if any.) Although families might put 
pressure on young women to decide in certain ways, the choice ultimately rested 
with the woman herself. Dorothea’s community questions her acceptance of 
Casaubon’s proposal, but she defies her neighbors’ opinions; she is of age to 
choose (Eliot 50). Isabel also disregards the criticism of her friends, and her 
independent fortune allows her an even greater degree of freedom of choice than 
other women in her society. Despite lacking living parents to care for her, Isabel 
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has no need for a husband to support her financially. She can choose to marry or 
not as she pleases, although the predominant cultural script dictates that she and 
Dorothea both should find a husband and thus find fulfillment in the domestic 
sphere as good wives and mothers.  
However, Dorothea and Isabel’s idealism does not center on “love” but on 
“ambition.” Marriage, as presented by the dominant culture, is not the end goal 
for these women. The angel in the house ideal holds no relevance to their 
thinking. Instead, they reinterpret what this institution can offer, envisioning it as 
a key to reach other, more unique goals. The creative skill-set of Dorothea and 
Isabel’s idealism sets to work: rather than accept the status quo conceptualization 
of marriage, they consider alternative possibilities that marriage could open up to 
them, creatively attempting to appropriate the default feminine decision of 
marriage into a means to pursue their personal, culturally anomalous ambitions. 
Schor notes “What women lack in the world as it is currently organized is the 
chance to fulfil that striving after something original only they can see … The 
novel imagines that their marriage could be something as yet unseen, something 
visionary and radical” (29). Not only the novel, but Isabel and Dorothea 
themselves imagine that their marriages can be the platform for actualizing the 
unique visions their idealistic minds develop. Dorothea and Isabel pursue quite 
specific goals through marriage, and these goals demonstrate the thinking behind 
their creative and daring (perhaps, risky) strategy.   
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   Through her marriage to Casaubon, Dorothea reaches toward the 
ambition of contributing directly to a noble, world-changing work, while 
simultaneously gaining higher intellectual or spiritual knowledge for herself. The 
narrator notes early on that Dorothea’s understanding of marriage is somewhat 
“childlike,” since she feels that a perfect husband would be “a sort of father .... 
[who] could teach you even Hebrew” (Eliot 6). A childlike viewpoint represents 
naivety: her thinking of Casaubon as a father figure does not recognize sexuality 
or romance in a married partnership. However, the perspectives of children often 
are less restricted and more imaginative and questioning than the views of adults, 
who hold more firmly the bias of societal norms. As children can think more 
freely, so Dorothea’s naivety is multi-faceted: her thinking could lead her to make 
mistakes, but it also makes her unhindered by convention and ready to make 
imaginative leaps that hold positive potential for creating opportunity. Dorothea 
here seeks the opportunity to learn topics to which she had no access in her own 
schooling, “even Hebrew.” “Even” suggests that studying this subject is a far 
height, an impressive and desirable experience. Some might also argue that 
Dorothea desires a relationship in which she holds less power, since the didactic 
father figure who can provide this knowledge would occupy an authoritative 
position. However, Dorothea’s desire for a husband who has stronger judgment 
and knowledge than her own does not come from any awe at men’s superiority or 
from an attitude that it is good or natural for women to have weaker 
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understanding. She instead desires that sort of husband in order to raise up her 
own knowledge, thereby aspiring toward the intellectual level that she cannot 
attain through formal education. Dorothea seeks “initiation in ideas,” since “what 
lamp was there but knowledge? Surely learned men kept the only oil; and who 
more learned than Mr. Casaubon?” (79-80). Dorothea must seek out a “learned” 
man because education for women in her culture operates at a shallow level, 
consisting of acquiring certain “accomplishments” (89). For instance, at school 
Rosamond Vincy learns how to properly get in and out of a carriage (89). Women 
like Rosamond, the “perfect lady” (158), then must endeavor not to show “any 
unbecoming knowledge” (Eliot 255). Dorothea desires more substantial 
intellectual growth, so she seeks to create opportunity to obtain that.    
Dorothea also has a strong desire to help Casaubon in his scholarly work, 
as he works on his Key to All Mythologies manuscript (Eliot 36). At first glance, 
this bent toward serving as a helper may appear to accord with a traditional 
feminine role; the biblical account shows Eve created to be Adam’s helpmeet. 
Nineteenth-century English culture understood women’s helping role in the 
context of creating a soothing atmosphere in the home: Mary Poovey discusses 
that to be a helpmeet was a woman’s most significant role, giving her husband 
“sympathetic, nonjudgmental affection … [to] offset the frustrations and strains a 
man suffered in his workplace” (qtd. in Maynard 89). Though Dorothea wants to 
help her husband and relieve him from some of the stress he experiences, she 
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desires to do so in a direct way, by substantially involving herself in the scholarly 
work itself. Her purpose is not primarily to comfort him, but to advance the 
project which she believes will make a significant impact. Maynard explains 
Dorothea’s understanding of her role: “Rather than offsetting his strains with 
singing or playing the harp, Dorothea wishes to interpret helpmeet in terms of 
more pragmatic utility” (89). This interpretation has great personal significance 
for Dorothea, as she explains her childhood dream to Will: “…even when I was a 
little girl … it always seemed to me that the use I should like to make of my life 
would be to help some one who did great works, so that his burden might be 
lighter” (Eliot 345).  Dorothea feels this ambition as her personal calling, her 
vocation. She speaks of what she herself “should like” to do with her own “life” 
overall. Her attitude is thus self-initiated and ties into her natural personality, 
given her early and long-lasting embrace of this goal. On one hand, we might 
consider that Dorothea does not dream of accomplishing “great works” on her 
own—some might argue that she has internalized her culture’s view of women as 
helpers. However, more salient is Dorothea’s uniquely compassionate nature: 
across many contexts Dorothea is gratified by actively serving others and helping 
them to have the best quality of life possible (recall the cottage plans and related 
advocacy, school projects, her funding of the new hospital, her appeal that 
Casaubon give Will his rightful inheritance, among others.) 
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Dorothea’s desire to lighten the “burden” of someone who does great 
works does not stem from a desire for a minimized role, but a desire to embrace 
her unique strength as a supporter of others. Dorothea shares characteristics with 
many individuals today who enter the helping professions—fields such as 
counseling, clinical psychology, social work, teaching, or healthcare. Like many 
professionals in these domains, Dorothea seeks to improve directly the quality of 
others’ lives. Of course, Dorothea has no access to enter such a profession in her 
early nineteenth-century society. Nor does she have any cultural script or practical 
opportunities to work toward accomplishing world-changing “great works” 
independently, given the limits on her education. But, whether due to her natural 
bent or due to her circumstances, her desire “to help some one who did great 
works” shows that her approach to making a difference is collaborative. This 
orientation need not be considered a weakness, as cooperative support often plays 
an instrumental role in accomplishing a group’s goals. Interestingly, many helping 
professions today—where individuals may be more likely to have a collaborative, 
relationally-aware working style—include greater proportions of women than 
men. Perhaps cultural expectation has influenced both Dorothea and 
contemporary individuals, so that a willingness to buy into another person’s 
initiative is less acceptable for men—who ‘should’ be independent leaders rather 
than supportive contributors—than it is for women.  
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In the context of such subtle social pressures, Dorothea can consciously 
consider her contributions to Casaubon’s project as an iteration of wifely 
devotion, “the duties of her married life, contemplated as so great beforehand” 
(Eliot 260), and so appear not too radical. However, her desire to contribute 
reflects the strengths of her personality. Rather than serve as a light accessory, she 
longs to take an active and truly significant role in her husband’s work. 
Dorothea’s marriage “was to bring guidance into worthy and imperative 
occupation” (Eliot 261). Unfortunately, she finds that this relationship “had not 
yet freed her from the gentlewoman’s oppressive liberty” (261). Her gender and 
class status translate to a lack of opportunity for meaningful action. Maynard 
explains that women’s traditional function was to be beautiful, and thus free from 
utility as decorative adornment: “female beauty [was] dependent on stasis and 
confinement” (7). Maynard goes on to argue that “the one real purpose expected 
of [Dorothea] as a wife [is] looking pretty” (93). Yet, Dorothea tries to cross the 
culture’s beauty versus utility dichotomy, to be “useful although beautiful” 
(Maynard 73). One example of Dorothea’s desire for a more useful position is her 
early interest in learning Latin and Greek that she may contribute more effectively 
to the scholarship (Eliot 57). 
Dorothea desires to learn for her own advantage as well: “Those provinces 
of masculine knowledge seemed to her a standing-ground from which all truth 
could be seen more truly” (Eliot 57). Due to cultural limitations based on 
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Dorothea’s gender and class (her status as a gentlewoman), she has had no 
opportunity to explore “masculine” subjects. Instead, she has received a “toy-box 
history of the world adapted to young ladies” (Eliot 79). Her education has been 
oversimplified due to expectations that young ladies require an easy-to-
understand, childish version of global historical trends. At this point, Dorothea 
may overestimate the potential contribution of Casaubon’s “masculine 
knowledge” to her understanding of “all truth,” but she has no way to discern 
such potential without having encountered these fields directly. Dorothea wants to 
explore this knowledge, and so she will not be satisfied just with coming into 
close contact with a wise man: “she wished, poor child, to be wise herself” (Eliot 
58). Dorothea’s childlike nature is highlighted here again. Is she foolish—as the 
“poor child” to be pitied—because she dares to aspire toward her own wisdom or 
education? Yet, as a “child,” she pays less attention to the cultural barriers: 
Dorothea can disregard the ‘common sense’ of society that breeds cynicism and 
hinders daring to envision an alternative possibility. Here, Dorothea wishes to be 
wise and conceptualizes that possibility in her future, in spite of her culture’s 
perspective that women are not suited to that kind of development. Dorothea’s 
uncle and father figure, Mr. Brooke, represents the prevailing perspective well: he 
claims that women “are not thinkers” (Eliot 48), but are unpredictable (35) and 
“capricious” (49). Mr. Brooke later tells Dorothea, “We must not have you getting 
too learned for a woman” (Eliot 369). In his thinking, appropriate subjects that 
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women might study include only music and fine arts, but not so-called “deep 
studies” like “classics” and “mathematics” (Eliot 59). 
Given this expectation, Dorothea thinks outside the box—outside the “toy-
box”—regarding how she might attain the kind of intellectual growth that her 
culture prohibits. Amid a paucity of opportunity, Dorothea’s mind pictures a 
marriage with Casaubon as the key to “a fuller life,” an “ideal life,” raising her 
above the world’s ignorance and limitations (Eliot 39). For Dorothea, gaining this 
higher understanding ties directly into her drive to access meaningful work: she 
“did not want to deck herself with knowledge to wear it loose from the nerves and 
blood that fed her action … But something she yearned for by which her life 
might be filled with action at once rational and ardent.” (Eliot 79-80). In keeping 
with her childhood dream, she earnestly desires to achieve something great 
alongside her husband, and so to make his “vast knowledge useful to the world” 
(190). Dorothea is thus concerned not only with her own usefulness or her own 
intellect: she wants to ensure that Casaubon’s knowledge becomes accessible to 
society at large. Dorothea invests wholeheartedly in this ambition: she regretfully 
wishes she would have learned German so she could be of use in adding relevant 
scholarship (198) and feels fearful and heartbroken at the idea that his “ardent 
labor” could turn out to be “in vain” (211) or “void,” empty of meaning (198). 
These affective responses indicate how strongly she prioritizes the ideals that 
underlie the unexpected goal behind her marriage: contributing meaningfully and 
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positively to a great work that will raise the world’s knowledge base, while also 
increasing knowledge for herself.  
While Isabel also creatively reinterprets what marriage can offer to a 
woman in terms of vocation, her core goals and supporting ideals differ from 
Dorothea’s. Isabel seeks to pursue knowledge, freedom, and independence 
alongside a worthy, like-minded partner to whom she can contribute actively. 
Because Isabel must find a specific avenue by which she can actualize the ideals 
which have hitherto existed as vague concepts, she chooses to marry a man whom 
society would not conventionally consider a good match. Placing faith in her own 
judgment, Isabel explains to Goodwood that she does not marry to please her 
friends (James 345-346). Rather, she prioritizes her own satisfaction—and by 
extension, her free and independent choice—and feels that her friends’ disliking 
the decision actually confirms that “she married to please herself” (366). When 
Isabel comments to Goodwood that Osmond is a “perfect nonentity,” Goodwood 
challenges this statement with an insight that Isabel will feel is accurate: “I can’t 
appreciate him; that’s what you mean. And you don’t mean in the least that he’s a 
perfect nonentity. You think he’s grand, you think he’s great, though no one else 
thinks so” (James 346). Isabel thus feels that she has discerned a “great” man 
whom her social circle has underappreciated and overlooked. She believes that 
her marriage to Osmond is a “high decision,” characterized by “nobleness and 
purity” (James 364). This marriage provides a way to focus in on her destiny. 
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Ralph indicates that he believed Isabel wanted to pursue knowledge more 
extensively: “I had an idea that you … wanted to survey the whole field” (358). 
Isabel responds, “I’ve seen that one can’t do anything so general. One must 
choose a corner and cultivate that” (358). Isabel must select a focus, a field to 
explore in depth, and as a nineteenth-century woman, few real “corner[s]” are 
open to her. Maynard argues that Isabel sees Osmond as “able to guide her in a 
way her own drifting and aimless liberty cannot” (132). 
Although she turns to the traditional path of marriage, Isabel thinks about 
this opportunity in a unique way. Isabel claims to Ralph, “I’ve only one 
ambition—to be free to follow out a good feeling. I had others once, but they’ve 
passed away” (James 363-364). This statement seems to contravene the facts to 
some extent: has Isabel simply focused on “a good feeling” or has she made a 
complex, reasoned decision? The background that Isabel often formulates 
imaginative “theories” (63) and the later explanations of her thinking behind the 
choice contradict this simplistic account. One might also ask which ambitions of 
hers have “passed away.” Isabel has abandoned the plan to remain unmarried, but 
her ambition “to be free” and her bent toward individual determination (deciding 
not to abide by what the world at large or by what her friends might think) are 
consistent with her previous ideals.  
Isabel’s ideal of freedom has shifted, however, in such a way that she 
embraces marriage after she has already rejected two conventionally attractive 
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suitors. The narrator asks how this change could have occurred and interprets the 
situation:  
She had told Ralph she had ‘seen life’ in a year or two and that she 
was already tired, not of the act of living, but of that of observing. 
What had become of all her ardours, her aspirations, her theories, 
her high estimate of her independence and her incipient conviction 
that she should never marry? These things had been absorbed in a 
more primitive need ... and it needed no explanation. There was 
explanation enough in the fact that he was her lover, her own, and 
that she should be able to be of use to him. She could surrender to 
him with a kind of humility, she could marry him with a kind of 
pride; she was not only taking, she was giving. (James 369) 
The narrator’s assertion that Isabel’s motivation “needed no explanation” 
misdirects the reader, as the situation is quite complex. In fact, Isabel’s 
“aspirations” and “theories” remain, but she has channeled them into an 
unexpected form. Her “more primitive need” may appear to be a need for 
romantic and sexual fulfilment at first glance: the narrator emphasizes “the fact 
that he was her lover.” However, Isabel’s core needs include being “able to be of 
use.” Just as Dorothea desires to have utility, Isabel also longs to contribute in a 
meaningful way rather than exist as mere adornment. She no longer wants to limit 
herself to watching others’ lives: she is “tired … of observing,” and through her 
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decision to marry, Isabel seeks an outlet for her own active participation in 
“living.” 
In marriage to Osmond, Isabel sees an opportunity to combine seemingly 
opposing characteristics which map onto dichotomous conceptualizations of 
masculine and feminine roles. That Isabel was “not only taking” but also “giving” 
is particularly significant: she wants to provide something valuable rather than 
occupy a role as passive recipient.  Instead of needing to choose between an 
active or passive role, Isabel can cross boundaries. She is both “taking” and 
“giving,” and she experiences both “humility” and “pride” (James 369). Isabel 
can also consider Osmond to be “her own” and so attain feelings of possession or 
influence, despite the legal restrictions that limited married women’s ownership 
and control of property. While she holds that masculine sense of ownership, she 
can also “surrender to” her husband in a traditionally feminine, submissive stance. 
Customary views of marriage held that the man should be both the authoritative 
party and the financial provider. Isabel’s independent fortune, however, places her 
in the provider position, especially since Osmond has, according to Madame 
Merle, “No career, no name, no position, no fortune…” (James 211). 
These complicating factors contextualize Isabel’s justification of her 
marriage decision to Ralph: “One has human feelings and needs, one has a heart 
in one’s bosom, and one must marry a particular individual” (James 364). On the 
surface, Isabel may appear to prioritize a need for romance, based on her language 
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of “human feelings” and “a heart.” Although she has some emotional connection 
to Osmond, Isabel’s “good feeling” does not convey the full story. She stretches 
the limits of what marriage can offer: marriage has become a means to fulfill her 
“human … needs” of independence and liberty. She expresses her independence 
by her unconventional selection of Osmond, the so-called “perfect non-entity,” 
and she combines masculine and feminine roles freely. On a literal level Isabel’s 
declaration that “one must marry” is untrue, and Isabel only appears to base her 
thoughts on society’s norms. Instead, she holds motives more complex than the 
sentimentality she outwardly describes. Later on, while reflecting on her goals, 
Isabel understands that she indeed had desired “to be his providence,” to be a 
“contributor” (James 446). She had believed “it would be a good thing to love 
him” and now realizes that “but for her money … she would never have done it” 
(446). Isabel had also desired a companion with whom she could comfortably 
share her ideas (448), one who would join her in valuing her ideals of “great 
knowledge [united] with great liberty” (James 450). Isabel has complex aims, but 
these goals arise from her unique ideals and result in her imaginative 
reinterpretation of society’s traditional concept of marriage.  
Though Dorothea and Isabel reimagine what marriage can offer, their 
attempts do not succeed, as unhappy marriages follow for both women. Such 
outcomes beg the question, was their idealism the fatal flaw? Some critics have 
argued that these women are out of touch with the real world, that they think 
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romantically and act impractically. Figuring Dorothea and Isabel as types of the 
“imaginative provincial heroine” (338), Elizabeth Sabiston comments that “she is 
the victim … [of] an idealism uninformed by knowledge of reality…” (336). 
George Levine similarly argues that each of these protagonists “misreads life 
because she imposes her theories on it” (248). Ágnes Kovács also says that Isabel 
fits her experiences into “her preexistent pattern about life” rather than allowing 
them “to influence [her] main theoretical framework” (98). Sabiston even calls 
Dorothea and Isabel’s idealism “dim-sighted,” because it “tends to shut out reality 
… so that there is a failure of perception” (349). To some extent these arguments 
are convincing: Dorothea and Isabel fail to recognize early warning signs that 
their chosen husbands are not as wonderful as they appear. However, Dorothea 
and Isabel do recognize the larger cultural reality of their limited decisional 
options, and they come to understand their husbands’ true characters as more 
opportunity for observation arises.  
Most significantly, to blame idealism itself is overly simplistic. Such 
thinking implies that an idealistic frame of mind and a pragmatic/realistic frame 
are mutually exclusive opposites. Rather than the antithesis of realism, idealism 
might co-exist with pragmatism in some ways, even though ideals cannot always, 
if ever, come to match reality. A recurring idea in The Portrait of a Lady is that of 
“meet[ing] the requirements of [the] imagination” (James 197). Ralph wishes to 
make such a realization possible for Isabel, but the imagination’s scope may reach 
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beyond what is practicable. The text seems to debate whether ideas can become 
reality: when Ralph comments to Warburton in one of the novel’s first scenes, “I 
should like to see your idea of an interesting woman,” Warburton responds “My 
dear fellow, you can’t see ideas—especially such highly ethereal ones as mine. If 
I could only see it myself—that would be a great step in advance (26). Ideas can 
thus exist quite vaguely in one’s mind—but, once Warburton has met Isabel, he 
exclaims “You wished a while ago to see my idea of an interesting woman. There 
it is!” (James 34). Here Warburton has found a real-world embodiment or 
example that meets his rudimentary ideal. Thus, ideals serve a preliminary, 
directive purpose, leading one toward a future reality. Madame Merle will 
similarly remark to Osmond, regarding Isabel, “She fills all your requirements” 
(255). Merle believes that Isabel will match Osmond’s ideal of an attractive 
acquaintance. While Warburton’s interest in Isabel will persist—she continues to 
live up to his ideal—Osmond’s perspective will become more critical. The 
different experiences suggest that ideals might fit well with the actual in some 
circumstances but not all.  
However, even when a good fit appears, an ontological divide between the 
physical reality and the mental ideal exists nevertheless. Isabel reflects on this 
division with respect to her understanding of friendship:  
She had an ideal of friendship as well as of several other 
sentiments, which it failed to seem to her … that the actual 
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completely expressed. But she often reminded herself that there 
were essential reasons why one’s ideal could never become 
concrete. It was a thing to believe in, not to see—a matter of faith, 
not experience. Experience, however, might supply us with very 
creditable imitations of it, and the part of wisdom was to make the 
best of these. (James 201) 
The “essential reasons” could be the difference in substance between ideas and 
physicality. The reference to “creditable imitations” recalls Plato’s allegory of the 
cave, prominent in western philosophy: things which we “experience” are copies 
of the ideal forms. Isabel’s ideals serve as guiding framework reminiscent of the 
forms. She will still “believe in” her ideals: differences between the ideal and the 
real do not invalidate the ideal’s worth as a fundamental goal. However, a 
discerning “wisdom” must negotiate the relationship. This “wisdom” represents a 
skill of pragmatic application, since the narrator calls on the individual “to make 
the best of” discrepancies. In this context, “wisdom” is not synonymous with 
reason, which some may consider the opposite of the imagination. Actually, 
reason and imagination do not oppose one another. Instead the two co-exist as 
intertwined components of cognitive functioning. Kovács argues that in James’ 
fiction, the imagination has a “constitutive role … in our experience of reality … 
The imagination processes sense experience and transforms it into knowledge…” 
(i). The imagination becomes the interface between one’s subjective experience 
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and the world itself: each individual processes reality through her or his own 
perceptive lens. The narrator claims that Isabel sometimes experiences “sensing 
without judging” (James 46), but no true barrier exists to these orientations’ 
working together in the same person and/or during the same situation.  
In fact, Dorothea and Isabel have found a way to act opportunistically—
and thus pragmatically, an orientation more aligned with realism—alongside their 
idealism: they acutely recognize the reality that marriage is their most flexible 
option, the decision where they can exercise the most personal control. Schor 
discusses the implications of the marriage decision in realist novels and, by 
extension, in nineteenth-century society: “In the realist novel, women …enter the 
marriage plot because it was the one place where they had anything that looked 
like choice. They didn’t choose to marry, they married in order to choose …” 
(12).2 Dorothea and Isabel thus perceive the marriage choice as a promising 
chance, a potential platform to enact their unique ideals and achieve the goals 
outlined above. Pragmatically, they seize upon that chance rather than aimlessly 
waiting for a different and unexpected, non-normative opportunity to arise on its 
own. Thus, they break another false dichotomy, of idealism versus realism. 
Although the outcomes of this strategy fall short, Isabel and Dorothea’s tactic 
could have worked quite well under different circumstances, namely, with men of 
                                                          
2 Schor’s argument goes on to discuss how the process of the marriage decisions—and learning 
from the mistakes therein—allows the women to express subjectivity.  
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a higher quality than Casaubon and Osmond. Though Isabel and Dorothea 
perceive these men imperfectly, we must not overlook the potential strengths of 
idealism—such as its motivating force to take bold, practical action—or assume 
that Isabel and Dorothea were doomed to fail. An error in just one step of the 
idealistic process occurred: overlooking relevant facts on the small-scale level of 
the men themselves. But the whole process does not thus become futile. Though 
some might understand an imaginative idealism as wishful thinking, a different 
conceptualization is possible. For example, a contemporary American social 
justice organization serving at-risk students, City Year, models idealism as a skill-
set, including the four steps to imagine, recruit, transform, and inspire (“Idealist 
Handbook” 20). This model views both imagination and realistic observation as 
essential: “seeing the world and its problems as they really are – and only then 
imagining a profound change for the better” (20). Dorothea and Isabel see that 
marriage is the only real option available, and they imagine a new version of 
marriage in which they can expand the opportunity to pursue self-determined 
goals.  
To discern the point at which Isabel and Dorothea go wrong, we could 
consider the second step of City Year’s model: recruit, acquiring the “people and 
resources” necessary to enact the goal (“Idealist Handbook” 20). Dorothea and 
Isabel make errors (of the imagination) in discerning which men can help them 
work towards their vision, and the cognitive nature of the imagination creates 
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both potential risks and benefits. Psychologists have found that the same brain 
structures that underlie the ability to remember episodes in one’s life—images of 
past experiences—also provide the basis for imagining future scenes (Schacter et 
al.). Eliot indicates that Dorothea utilizes this capacity, which scientists term 
mental time travel (Schacter et al.), when she imagines a potential marriage to 
Casaubon: “There had risen before her the girl's vision of a possible future for 
herself to which she looked forward with trembling hope, and she wanted to 
wander on in that visionary future without interruption” (Eliot 22). Scientists 
believe that the ability to imagine and predict future situations evolved as an 
adaptive feature. The imagination acts as a skill to envision upcoming needs, 
wants, or challenges and then to prepare accordingly to work toward a desired 
future. Eliot highlights the connection to desires in particular: “We are all of us 
imaginative in some form or other, for images are the brood of desire” (306). 
Dorothea and Isabel both imagine potential futures, and from there they work 
backwards to select the path that will lead to the actualization of their ambitions. 
Yet, Isabel and Dorothea’s mental images regarding their futures develop upon 
the basis of misrepresenting the nature of the men with whom they form 
relationships.  
The imagination plays a necessary role in relationships: the cognitive skill 
known as theory of mind enables individuals to imagine the perspective of 
another person, to develop a theory about what is going on in the mind of 
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someone else. That is, theory of mind “describe[s] our ability to explain people’s 
behavior in terms of their thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and desires” (Zunshine 195). 
Lisa Zunshine explains that psychologists began to consider this process a 
“special cognitive endowment” after the rise in research on individuals with 
autism, who struggle with the “mind-reading” that underlies successful social 
interaction (195). Because we cannot literally ‘mind-read’ others’ thoughts, 
imagining another person’s mental state becomes necessary, so that we may 
respond appropriately. Emma Kafelenos notes this dynamic in a discussion of 
epistemology in fiction: “In our world, when we sense that we ‘know’ what 
someone else is thinking, we have no way to determine whether we are correct. 
We can ask, yes. But we understand … that the person may say we were correct 
in order to be polite [or] may say we were incorrect to tease or confuse us….” 
When we read fiction, we often have the privilege of direct access to a character’s 
thoughts (Kafalenos), but in everyday life we require the skill of theory of mind to 
interact fluidly with one another. Characters within a text likewise must access 
each other indirectly, ‘mind-reading’ to interpret through their own lens.  
Dorothea and Isabel, like their readers, utilize this cognitive skill. Isabel 
theorizes quite actively: “when, at table, she was not occupied in conversation she 
was usually occupied in forming theories about her neighbors” (James 142). At 
this luncheon, Isabel intuitively draws conclusions regarding Warburton and his 
sister Miss Molyneux. Isabel figures that Warburton would never tell his sister 
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about Isabel’s refusal of the marriage proposal. Yet if Miss Molyneux heard this 
news, she would either find it shocking or would simply “impute to the young 
American but a due consciousness of inequality” (142). Though the reader does 
not know certainly whether Isabel’s theories of Warburton’s and Miss 
Molyneux’s inner states are correct, Isabel’s process of interpreting external signs 
seems promising. Miss Molyneux’s quiet demeanor and class status provide some 
clues that Isabel emphasizes. Nevertheless, signals can lead to a variety of 
inferences. As the narrator of Middlemarch comments regarding Dorothea’s first 
impressions of Casaubon: “Signs are small measurable things, but interpretations 
are illimitable” (Eliot 20). Dorothea’s interpretations of this man miss the mark, 
as we shall see. Dorothea is not the only one to misinterpret, however: For 
instance, regarding the townspeople’s understanding of Lydgate, who has moved 
to Middlemarch recently, the narrator tells that he was “known merely as a cluster 
of signs for his neighbors’ false suppositions” (Eliot 134). “False suppositions” 
are quite common, both of mere acquaintances in this example and within 
(supposedly) close relationships. As Ralph humorously remarks, “There’s no 
more usual basis of union than a mutual misunderstanding” (James 159).      
Though we need not reject idealism in full, the mutual misunderstandings 
arising from the imagination’s mistakes interfere with Isabel and Dorothea’s 
strategies. Dorothea from her first meeting with Casaubon believes in his 
greatness: “Here was a man who could understand the high inward life…” (Eliot 
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18), and “Here was something beyond the shallows of ladies’ school literature: 
here was a living Bossuet, whose work would reconcile complete knowledge with 
devoted piety; here was a modern Augustine who united the glories of doctor and 
saint” (Eliot 20). Dorothea has an earnestness to access depth over “the shallows” 
and find meaningful, grand-scale work that will reflect her ideals of “knowledge” 
and “piety.” Such earnestness leads her to mistake the “signs” and see in 
Casaubon “glories” that are not true to reality. Perhaps in this circumstance, as 
Sabiston argues, Dorothea “attempts to impose on life a romantic ideal” (339). 
Yet, abandoning her ideals altogether would not be the answer. Knowledge and 
piety are admirable values, and the reader can sympathize with Dorothea’s 
grasping to find a workable expression of those, even though her 
misunderstanding of Casaubon—who is certainly no Bossuet or Augustine—is 
quite flagrant. He is likewise not a modern Milton, a comparison referenced at 
various points (Eliot 57, 77, 269).  
Dorothea misses subtle warning signs that Casaubon might not be “all she 
had at first imagined” (Eliot 28).  For example, Casaubon’s lacks any interest in 
her cottage plans, a project of great significance to her (29). He also reveals an 
absence of “passion” in the “frigid rhetoric” he uses to praise her (44). The 
narrator reflects, “Dorothea’s faith supplied all that Mr. Casaubon’s words 
seemed to leave unsaid: what believer sees a disturbing omission or infelicity?” 
(44). Although “faith” is appropriate when the object of that trust has merit, 
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Dorothea fails to evaluate Casaubon critically. The narrator describes Dorothea’s 
excited reaction to the proposal: “All Dorothea’s passion was transfused through a 
mind struggling towards an ideal life; the radiance of her transfigured girlhood 
fell on the first object that came within its level.” Dorothea’s active pursuit of an 
“ideal life” is inherently good, and she recognizes the implications of her culture’s 
norms and her own background. That is, her best chance is to unite in marriage 
with another “mind” that also values her ideals. However, she lacks discernment 
in where to apply her positive qualities of “faith” and “passion.” Dorothea selects 
“the first object” available.  
Dorothea’s “girlhood” reflects the risks of her naivety. She struggles to 
incorporate reasoned discernment, balanced against her active passion, due to 
youth and perhaps due to a lack of confidence in her ability to judge critically. 
She describes herself as “very ignorant” (Eliot 45). Unfortunately, her culture has 
ensured ignorance by limiting the breadth of her experiences and the depth of her 
education. Negative attitudes regarding women’s intelligence further contribute to 
her subjective sense that she lacks knowledge. Because Dorothea considers 
herself ignorant, she evaluates Casaubon humbly and forgivingly. During their 
courtship period, she begins “accounting for seeming discords by her own 
deafness to the higher harmonies” (68). She will continue to blame herself for 
unhappiness as she begins to see “the new real future which was replacing the 
imaginary” (Eliot 185). Unfortunately, Dorothea’s predictions from “her maiden 
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dream” did not accurately represent the coming reality (185). As Dorothea comes 
to understand Casaubon better—including his lack of both intellectual substance 
and ability to actualize his work—she reflects that she “had been under a wild 
illusion” (Eliot 200). Dorothea had employed her mental faculties toward 
envisioning her own active role and intellectual growth: “to imagine how she 
would devote herself to Mr. Casasubon, and become wise and strong in his 
strength and wisdom” (201). In doing so, she failed to direct her imagination 
toward developing an appropriate theory of mind for Casaubon: she did not 
“conceive … that he had an equivalent center of self” (201). The imagination is 
necessary to conceptualize another person’s inner attitudes and characteristics, to 
recognize another “self.” Dorothea directed her thoughts only towards her own 
future and the actualization of her ambitions, instead of expanding her 
imagination—and incorporating critical reason—to perceive Casaubon’s “center 
of self” accurately.  
Yet, Casaubon too has not appropriately understood Dorothea. When 
considering his upcoming marriage to Dorothea, Casaubon envisions that 
Dorothea will provide him with domestic comforts: “it was now time for him to 
adorn his life with the graces of female companionship, to irradiate the gloom 
which fatigue was apt to hang over the intervals of studious labor with the play of 
female fancy” (Eliot 57). However, Dorothea does not seek to serve merely as 
adornment, and she does not want to be a frivolous, light-hearted distraction from 
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the “fatigue” of “studious labor.” Casaubon’s theory that Dorothea will bring in 
“the play of female fancy” misinterprets her character: instead, Dorothea has a 
“theoretic, intellectually consequent” nature (23). Just as Dorothea makes poor 
predictions of the future, Casaubon reflects “that Miss Brooke showed an ardent 
submissive affection which promised to fulfil his most agreeable previsions of 
marriage” (Eliot 57). Instead, Casaubon will not have this “agreeable” experience 
of marriage, and as the wedding approaches, he feels “a certain blankness of 
sensibility which came over him just when his expectant gladness should have 
been most lively” (79). The narrator explains, “Poor Mr. Casaubon had imagined 
that his long studious bachelorhood had stored up for him a compound interest of 
enjoyment” (78).  
This thinking shows that Dorothea is not the only one who errs: 
Casaubon’s imagination also makes mistakes in representing Dorothea herself and 
in representing their future together. Despite that Dorothea was “as virtuous and 
lovely a young lady as he could have obtained for a wife,” Casaubon will feel 
strong irritation with her, finding that “a young lady turned out to be something 
more troublesome than he had conceived” (Eliot 397). His prior conception 
overlooked Dorothea’s “nature, always taking on some new shape of ardent 
activity” (387). He now sees that her ardency goes beyond the shallow limit of 
“ardent submissive affection” mentioned above. Additionally, his theory of mind 
begins to explain Dorothea’s affection as masked criticism: “To his suspicious 
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interpretation Dorothea’s silence now was a suppressed rebellion; a remark from 
her which he had not in any way anticipated was an assertion of conscious 
superiority…” (398). Casaubon’s interpretations do not fail completely, since 
Dorothea’s admiration for her husband has indeed faded, yet he paints an 
excessively negative portrait of her perspective. Rather than considering her intent 
to show loyalty and love, he assumes that a sense of “superiority” motivates her. 
These examples demonstrate that Casaubon’s imagination has been just as active 
as Dorothea’s, and it is likewise prone to error.  
Isabel and Osmond similarly make cognitive, imagination-driven errors in 
their understandings of one another. Isabel becomes struck with “what [Osmond] 
represents” (361):  someone “to whom importance is supremely indifferent” 
(363). However, the “indifference” Isabel admires will be exposed as an act (364). 
After the marriage, she begins to recognize that “indifference was really the last 
of his qualities” (449). Instead, Osmond rigidly follows forms with a “calculated 
attitude,” and he disregards the values of “knowledge” and “liberty” that Isabel 
thought she could share with him (James 444-450). Ralph reflects on Isabel’s 
decision that, “having invented a fine theory about Gilbert Osmond, she loved 
him not for what he really possessed, but for his very poverties dressed out as 
honours” (James 365). Ralph seems to fault Isabel for creating “a fine theory,” but 
he ignores the fact that all individuals by necessity must develop a mental concept 
of others with whom they interact. Yet, Isabel’s “theory” wrongly leads her to 
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consider Osmond a “cultivated” and “honest” man who is free from concern about 
worldly status (364). To contrast, Ralph theorizes that Osmond intentionally crafts 
a deceptive image to project to the world (James 413). Osmond’s level of 
intentionality in deceiving Isabel is unclear. In fact, he tells Isabel directly that he 
is “conventional” (328), an attribute she does not value. Nevertheless Isabel fails 
to observe the ways he follows convention, and instead she sees him as individual 
and independent (360), like herself. However, we can recall the association of 
Osmond’s name with translations of ‘world’—Osmond actually embodies worldly 
values, despite Isabel’s unawareness. Isabel comes to understand that she “had 
seen only half his nature … she had mistaken a part for the whole” (James 445).  
On the other hand, Osmond also misinterprets what Isabel represents. 
Isabel recognizes: “He had discovered that she was so different, that she was not 
what he had believed she would prove to be. He had thought at first he could 
change her … But she was, after all, herself” (James 445). Osmond believes that 
Isabel has “too many ideas” and that they will have to be sacrificed, as he 
discusses with Madame Merle (303). He has no doubt that such a sacrifice is 
possible, though Isabel really cannot give up who she is. Isabel notes that Osmond 
has said this to her as well, but only later on does she realize, “He had really 
meant it—he would have liked her to have nothing of her own but her pretty 
appearance” (447). Osmond thinks of Isabel as something to add to “his collection 
of choice objects” (320) and as a tool for augmenting his own status and “sense of 
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success” (322). He appreciates her uniqueness only as an interesting collector’s 
item, rather than as a person with “an equivalent center of self,” as Eliot might 
say. Isabel’s intelligence has value solely for its capacity to reflect Osmond’s own 
thoughts and give “a decorative value” to his ideas in conversation (367). Her 
intellect must “operate altogether in his favour” (451). The narrator compares 
Isabel’s mind to a garden again: “Her mind was to be his—attached to his own 
like a small garden-plot to a deer park” (451). This garden is Osmond’s 
property—to serve him—instead of her space for cultivating herself, as the early 
characterization had implied (67). Likewise Osmond encourages Isabel to pursue 
an active and satisfying life, only in order that she become “tired and satiated” 
(324), passive enough to please him. Osmond’s desire for such great control over 
Isabel shows that he fails to understand the full powers of her intellect and 
imagination or the consistency of her independent personality. He errs in 
believing that he will be able to mold her how he wishes, and he eventually 
comes, as Isabel sees, to “hate” her (452). 
In comparison, the relationship between Rosamond and Lydgate also 
demonstrates a “mutual misunderstanding”: faulty theories of the other person’s 
perspective hinder each of them. Rosamond quickly envisions a happy future 
alongside Lydgate, imagining their home and its “styles of furniture” before 
Lydgate even conceives of an engagement (Eliot 254). Marriage eventually 
becomes “spoiled for her imagination” (715). “Everyday details” replace the “airy 
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conditions” she had envisioned (628). While Rosamond originally figures that 
Lydgate could be her key to gaining higher status connections and leaving 
Middlemarch, Lydgate has quite different goals (related to medical practice and 
scientific discovery), and he does not comprehend a possibility that Rosamond 
could have conflicting ambitions. He believes that she “would never interfere” 
unpleasantly, since she is “instructed to the true womanly limit and not a hair’s 
breadth beyond” (334). However, Rosamond reveals herself to be strong-willed 
rather than submissive. She overcomes her father’s resistance to the marriage, and 
she defies Lydgate in multiple circumstances: writing to his relatives to ask for 
financial assistance, riding on horseback while pregnant, et cetera.  
Such an outcome contrasts with Lydgate’s earlier thought that Rosamond 
was “a creature who would bring him the sweet furtherance of satisfying 
affection—beauty—repose” (Eliot 338). The narrator comments that Lydgate’s 
perspective “relied much on the psychological difference” between men and 
women, including “the innate submissiveness” of women (338). Lydgate also 
considers “adornment” to be the most significant of “wifely functions” (88), and 
believes that a desirable “kind of intelligence” for a woman is “polished, refined, 
docile” (155). Notably, Lydgate, Casaubon, and Osmond all seem to expect a 
simplistic service of adorning or decoration from the women they marry, and thus 
they fail to recognize the complexity of their wives’ minds and goals. Their 
culture’s understanding of women’s intelligence has likely influenced their 
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imagination in this way. As a result, the couples show themselves unable to 
comprehend or empathize with one another’s motivations and desires. The 
narrator comments that Rosamond and Lydgate experience “a total missing of 
each other’s mental track” (556). Rosamond and Lydgate formulate incorrect 
theories, because they create mental images of their own desires—on Lydgate’s 
part influenced by a simplistic cultural narrative—without appropriately 
imagining the complexity of the other person’s perspective 
Many couples make imaginative-cognitive errors in understanding one 
another, but particularly in Dorothea’s and Isabel’s cases, the consequences of 
these mistakes disproportionately hurt the woman due to an imbalance of power 
in the contemporary realities of marriage. Though Dorothea and Isabel aim to 
repurpose this institution toward self-assertion, as a form to express their personal 
ideals, the legal situation erased a woman’s rights upon marriage. Beyond the law, 
cultural norms assumed that husbands should hold an authoritative role in the 
relationship. This norm reflects itself in Lydgate’s anger at “feminine dictation,” 
when Rosamond shares what she thinks her husband ought to do (Eliot 617). As 
Bodichon describes the common law principle of coverture in her “Brief 
Summary…” pamphlet, “A man and wife are one person in law; the wife loses all 
her rights as a single woman, and her existence is entirely absorbed in that of her 
husband…” (6). Thus, the husband has substantial control, while the wife loses 
official recognition of “her existence” itself. Bodichon explains that women above 
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the age of twenty-one can administer property and earnings however they choose, 
unless they marry: a married woman becomes “as an infant” (13).  
Bodichon’s work spurred a movement to increase women’s property rights 
(Wynne 24), which eventually led to the passage of the Married Women’s 
Property Acts of 1870 and of 1882. Middlemarch, published in 1871, and The 
Portrait of a Lady, published in 1881, coincide with a time of debate and reform 
regarding appropriate roles and rights for women in Europe. In the United States, 
married women’s property rights differed by state, but New York (the state Isabel 
comes from) was the first in 1844 to grant women ownership in some capacity. 
But, the Italian Civil Code of 1865, by which Osmond and Isabel likely would 
abide as habitants of Rome, restricted married women: they could officially own 
property but had no control except with their husbands’ written permission 
(Howard). Isabel and Dorothea are not particularly materialistic in their ideals; 
ownership over physical things is not a high priority for them. However, we have 
seen them take ownership metaphorically, by making decisions and pursuing their 
goals. Yet, Isabel and Dorothea face a culture that is wary of women’s ownership, 
and by extension, of their subjective, human agency. Deborah Wynne argues that 
ownership is both an act of the will and a relationship between a person and an 
object; she claims that property exists first in the imagination before an individual 
then behaves as if he or she has authority over the object (23-25). Thus, the push 
for property ownership rights was a “fight for the social and legal recognition of 
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women’s personhood” (23). In keeping with the concept of coverture, in which a 
woman’s “existence is entirely absorbed” as we have seen Bodichon describe, 
some argue that women themselves were considered men’s property (Wynne 10, 
28). Because property ownership existed as a voting qualification, ownership also 
connected with a social presence and a sense of control (Wynne 10-11). 
Significantly, the culture limits the practical power women can exercise, 
by means of the law, while attempting to circumscribe the range of the female 
imagination, since “property exists most powerfully in the imagination or fancy” 
(Wynne 25). The imbalance of power between men and women thus exists at both 
a pragmatic level and a psychological level (although “a lack of property rights 
does not automatically preclude a sense of ownership” (Wynne 15).) The 
psychological level is apparent in Madame Merle’s comments on women’s place 
in society: “a woman, it seems to me, has no natural place anywhere; wherever 
she finds herself she has to remain on the surface and, more or less, to crawl” 
(James 210). Such an opinion implies that women perceive in their lives both a 
lack of depth—being superficial, “on the surface,”—and a lack of dignity—the 
woman must “crawl” rather than walk upright in the pursuit of her goals. Men, on 
the other hand, do not deal with this sense of inferiority due to their gender. 
Whereas Dorothea feels the pressure to “shut her best soul in prison … that she 
might be petty enough to please” her husband (405), the men of the culture are 
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free from that kind of mental or emotional struggle. Yet, the pragmatic level of 
men’s social power holds even more relevance for Dorothea and Isabel.  
Dorothea and Isabel face a clear, external disadvantage that hinders their 
ability to stretch the bounds of their marriages: their husbands wield greater social 
power and choose to exercise that power harmfully. Casaubon’s control over 
Dorothea’s decisions extends even past his death, through the codicil to his will 
that disinherits her if she chooses to marry Will Ladislaw (Eliot 462). Dorothea 
understands that this act has been an “injurious assertion of his power” (470). In 
addition to exercising control over her romantic/sexual decisions, Casaubon 
purposefully has limited Dorothea from letting the property go to Will. He 
thereby prohibits her from correcting the wrong she perceived in the 
grandmother’s disinheritance. Dorothea feels “forced to keep the money that 
ought to have been [Will’s]” (601). Even before this legal, financial move through 
the will, Dorothea cannot enact her ideal of justice with regard to the issue of 
Will’s right to the property, and she feels “convinced that she was in the right and 
her husband in the wrong, but that she was helpless” (Eliot 452). Dorothea has 
also felt powerless to assist her husband in his scholarly work: she can only help 
as far as he allows her to do so (Eliot 191). Isabel experiences a similar sense of 
her lack of power, with Osmond as “her appointed and inscribed master,” because 
she feels the weight of “all the traditionary decencies and sanctities of marriage” 
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(James 482). To compare, Mr. Brooke has mentioned how “a husband likes to be 
master” (Eliot 36).  
This long-held prescription of household roles would be quite difficult for 
women to resist in the face of men who hold this ideal dear. However, the broad 
ideals of a culture do not always generalize perfectly to each individual within 
that culture: many men might not prioritize this official standard of husband as 
master, particularly in the context of women’s changing position in the late 
nineteenth century. John Stuart Mill became one male voice advocating for a new 
understanding of women in The Subjection of Women (1869). Mill called it 
presumptuous for men to decide for women what their vocation is (Millet 127). 
Of course, the conservative view held that a woman should abide by her 
husband’s wishes, and thus Isabel feels that she had not initially “fully measured 
the great undertaking of matrimony” (James 560). Strong pressure exists for 
Isabel and Dorothea, because they have married men who strive to uphold a 
traditional imbalance of power rather than men who embrace new ideas regarding 
women’s roles. 
Given this practical power inequity, the question arises, could Isabel and 
Dorothea’s reimagining of marriage have found more success under different 
circumstances? Certainly under circumstances of greater social equality over all, 
Dorothea and Isabel might have pursued education and professional options to 
fulfill their vocations, rather than needing to think creatively about the only real 
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option afforded them, marriage. However, I argue that the women’s attempt to use 
marriage as a means of expressing their personal ideals might have enacted their 
visions of a meaningful, fulfilling life, if they had selected higher quality 
husbands. In this framework, their success unfortunately still depends on the 
character of the man, and this life, though meaningful, still may not be an 
expression of the women’s full potential. In the epilogue, the narrator describes 
Dorothea’s marriage decisions as “not ideally beautiful. They were the mixed 
result of young and noble impulse struggling amidst the conditions of an 
imperfect social state, in which great feelings will often take the aspect of error, 
and great faith the aspect of illusion.” The “imperfect social state” of women’s 
disadvantaged position makes Dorothea appear to be subject to “error” and 
“illusion”—the imagination’s mistakes—but she contends as best she can, 
“struggling” for a way to express her “noble impulse” and “great feelings” in her 
unique setting.  
Marriage, thus, becomes a pragmatic though imperfect way for Dorothea 
and Isabel to apply personal ideals within the existing context. Isabel’s 
perspective on marriage evolves: she first expresses wariness and even dread 
about marriage, as something restrictive and unable to give her the unique destiny 
she desired. Isabel “resisted conquest at her English suitor’s large quiet hands” 
and would not “let the young man from Boston take positive possession of her” 
(James 128). Isabel recognizes the implications of male ownership in her culture’s 
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view of marriage, likened to “conquest” and “possession.” In her rejection of 
Goodwood, Isabel mentions, “I shouldn’t be an easy victim” (172) and reminds 
him later in the conversation, “And remember too that I shall not be an easy 
victim!” (176). The association of a married woman with victimhood is striking. 
This sense continues for Isabel when she reconnects with Warburton in Rome: “a 
rejected suitor had threatened her with another appeal” (James 310). If Isabel has 
consistently understood marriage to be threatening, why then does she marry 
Osmond? Although Isabel experiences an initial “terror” at the potential of her 
developing an “inspired and trustful passion” for Osmond (326), she ultimately 
believes that he is a unique individual, one whose “indifference” to the world’s 
standards reveals his unconventionality. If Osmond really had been so 
independent from worldly norms—and thus aligned with Isabel’s independent 
spirit—he would have been more apt to support and respect her and to join her in 
pursuing her ideals.  
Dorothea’s attempt to turn marriage into the platform for her idealism and 
ambition also required a man of stronger character than Casaubon. The passionate 
and ambitious nature of Lydgate parallels Dorothea’s, so on that level the two 
seem like a promising couple. Unlike Rosamond, who has no concern at all for 
Lydgate’s goals, Dorothea would have embraced the opportunity to support 
Lydgate in his community-improving medicine work and in his world-changing 
scientific discovery work. Unfortunately, Lydgate’s shallow understanding of 
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women’s nature and intelligence likely would have prevented him from including 
Dorothea in the work. Due to his prejudice, Dorothea would not have accessed the 
active, meaningful role she would desire. On the other hand, Lydgate’s personal 
encounters with Dorothea have quite impressed him with her compassion, her 
“genius for feeling nobly,” and he alternatively might have grown to understand 
her capacity to learn and to contribute.3 In sum, Lydgate has the goal-oriented 
drive and talent that would make for a good match with Dorothea, but he does not 
seem to have the requisite open attitude or willingness to grant power to the 
woman.  
Will, on the other hand, shows more respect and more openness to 
influence in his interactions with Dorothea. Early in their relationship (soon after 
Dorothea’s marriage to Casaubon), Dorothea reflects that Will “was cleverer than 
herself, yet seemed ready to be swayed by her” (Eliot 343). Although he is 
educated, he is not condescending: he respects her mind and does not dismiss her 
opinions as Casaubon does. By his willingness to let her ideas and her passion 
impact him, Will meets Dorothea’s “ardent woman’s need to rule beneficently by 
making the joy of another soul” (Eliot 343). Dorothea enjoys this opportunity to 
have influence even on a small scale, as the experience contrasts with Casaubon’s 
mere tolerance of her (343). Will has been “receptive” to her (345), and when he 
                                                          
3 Instead, Lydgate grows to understand that women like Rosamond can be extremely 
strong-willed, even though appearing submissive. 
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expresses that he will abide by her opinion, she replies “I shall have a little 
kingdom then, where I shall give laws” (Eliot 349). Since the traditional gender 
dynamic presented the man acting as master, a relationship where the woman can 
“rule beneficently” and “give laws” provides a degree of equality. This scenario 
could also sound like Ruskin’s framework that a wife “will ‘guide,’ even ‘rule,’ 
her lord [husband] by serving as his conscience” (Millet 134). Millet explains that 
this rhetoric disguised a limited role for women in actuality: “This pretends to 
forfeit [men’s] status through semantics. Yet no forfeiture is involved” (134). 
However, while Ruskin dictates that “the wife shall be subject” and occupy an 
“ancillary role” (134), Will shows no impulse to make Dorothea submit. Instead, 
he attentively hears her and recognizes complexity in her thoughts: Dorothea 
reflects “Will Ladislaw always seemed to see more in what she said than she 
herself saw” (343). Dorothea thus can hold a level of power—much more with 
Will, who is open to her influence, than with men like Casaubon, Osmond, or 
Lydgate. Dorothea also finds conversation with Will more enlightening than with 
Casaubon. In Rome the two discuss art, a field Dorothea had never understood 
quite well (195-197, 202). Will both shows regard for Dorothea’s perspective and 
expands her knowledge: art was “gathering intelligibility” for her (204). Here 
Will seems to fill the role of intellectual guide that Dorothea had hoped for in 
Casaubon. 
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Since Dorothea and Isabel choose husbands of mediocre character, their 
strategies to reimagine marriage fall short, and they must then navigate the new 
challenges that ensue while holding fast to their (evolving) ideals. Dorothea’s 
final decision to marry Will demonstrates how she continues to act from the basis 
of her unique idealism as well as to act opportunistically. Her choice to disregard 
Casaubon’s wishes and social expectation is bold and originally unimaginable for 
her: she understands the “opinion of every one connected with her,” and she asks 
herself, “How could [Will] dream of her defying the barrier that her husband had 
placed between them?—how could she ever say to herself that she would defy 
it?” (Eliot 604). However, Dorothea does marry Will, a choice that many critics 
have seen negatively. For instance, Maynard describes her decision as “an almost 
complete capitulation to conventional outlets for women’s energy and efforts” 
(101). At first glance, Dorothea seems to settle for a run-of-the-mill feminine 
existence, wasting her potential for greatness. However, Dorothea has acted 
pragmatically, and she has not given up her unconventional characteristics in the 
process. When Celia wonders aloud why Dorothea would throw away her chances 
to carry out her plans—“you might have gone on all your life doing what you 
liked” (Eliot 779)—Dorothea points out that such a situation would not have 
occurred: “On the contrary dear,’ said Dorothea, ‘I never could do anything that I 
liked. I have never carried out any plan yet’” (779). Even with increased financial 
power as Casaubon’s widow, Dorothea has failed to access grandeur on her own. 
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Understanding the enormous barriers to her enacting far-reaching, society-
changing plans, Dorothea does not make “a terrible but inevitable mistake,” as 
Maynard suggests (101), but she balances her convictions with the social reality 
of the avenues available for their expression.  
Dorothea may appear conventional as a happily married woman, but she 
holds onto core ideals while allowing them to develop appropriately. Early on 
Dorothea says that she has “no longings” for herself, except the desire “not to 
have so much more than my share without doing anything for others” (Eliot 372). 
Dorothea’s firm sense of obligation to care for others demonstrates her 
compassion and conviction. But, the yearning to help has great significance for 
her own well-being and sense of self; her claim not to have desires “for myself” is 
contradictory. She wants also to learn and involve herself in meaningful work. All 
these personal “longings” form key components of her idealism. Then, her 
unconventional, passionate, and kind nature leads her to marry a man who is also 
compassionate and unconventional, who is able to meet both her need to help 
others and another personal desire: romantic love. As Lydgate reflects regarding 
Dorothea’s great capacity for kindness, “her love might help a man more than her 
money” (731). Dorothea’s reciprocation of Will’s love is certainly a blessing to 
Will. Due to his family’s actions, Will unfairly faces social-financial 
disadvantages that place him below Dorothea in class status as a marriageable 
partner. Nevertheless, he adores Dorothea passionately and reverentially. At 
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various points language of “worship” describes Will’s feelings for her (207, 413). 
He fervently admires the noble nature that others have also recognized, 
connecting her with “queens” (447): “Dorothea, he said to himself, was forever 
enthroned in his soul: no other woman could sit higher than her footstool…” 
(446). Unlike Casaubon, who dryly keeps up with expectations, Will has a 
heart—echoing his name, Will has will, activity, energy—and thus he is 
compatible with Dorothea, another “ardent” soul. 
Will demonstrates not only passion, but also compassion: he enjoys 
spending time “among the poor” and has “a fondness… for little children” whom 
he likes to “surprise and please” (Eliot 440). Will provides a “troop of droll 
children” of the lower classes with nutting excursions, gingerbread feasts, and 
puppet dramas; he interacts with them playfully and kindly out of his own 
inclination (440). Will also shows consistent kindness to Miss Noble, the old 
‘spinster’ aunt of Mr. Farebrother, “whom it was one of his oddities to escort 
when he met her in the street” (441). Lydgate describes to Dorothea that Will 
“gallants [Miss Noble] about sometimes” (472). Dorothea can envision the 
relationship easily, and she thinks of Will as “a creature who entered into every 
one’s feelings, and could take the pressure of their thought instead of urging his 
own with iron resistance” (473). These examples show Will’s unconventional 
nature. Relaxed regarding notions of respectability, Will engages in “oddities” 
and operates outside the community’s standard class framework, due to his family 
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history and his position with the political newspaper. Furthermore, Will is free 
from the gender expectations that prescribe that men urge their own ways rather 
than supportively “enter into” others’ “feelings.” This orientation suggests that 
Will’s association of Dorothea with being queenly does not represent an 
oppressive rhetoric to uphold ‘separate spheres,’ as it does in Ruskin’s “Of 
Queen’s Gardens” (Millet 123). Will shows legitimate respect toward every one 
whose “thought” and “feelings” he accepts (Eliot 473), Dorothea included. Like 
Dorothea, Will seems to be an innate helper, caring for others. His position with 
the newspaper also illustrates his nature as a supportive contributor, rather than 
the ‘front man’ or obvious leader. Will does not ambitiously seek to transform the 
world, but he uses his writing skills effectively to advocate for reform. Dorothea 
admires that Will utilizes his talent in this career for “the rest of the world,” 
instead of working to create art, which Dorothea feels benefits the wealthy 
exclusively (Eliot 514). She recognizes in Will, “you care that justice should be 
done to everyone” (514). Dorothea shares that passion herself.  
Though not perfect, Will represents an infinitely better partner for 
Dorothea than Casaubon. Less tied to social convention and more open to 
Dorothea’s personal influence, Will would be more likely to support the 
ambitions of Dorothea that Sir James, Mr. Brooke, and Casaubon have habitually 
acted to restrict. In marrying Will, however, Dorothea loses the necessary 
finances even as she would gain the beneficial male social support to carry out 
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plans like starting a colony. In the epilogue, the narrator reflects on the life 
Dorothea shares with Will: Dorothea feels she could have done something more if 
she had “been better and known better,” yet she does not regret her choice to 
marry Will, because she unites a fulfilling romantic relationship with clear outlets 
of doing good (791-792). Dorice Eliot argues that Dorothea’s marriage to Will is 
“a complicated choice that can be read as in some sense combining ambitious and 
erotic desires,” since Dorothea can be a meaningful ally to Will’s political reform 
work (199). Although some regret that so “substantive” a nature as Dorothea 
becomes “only known in a certain circle as a wife and mother. But no one stated 
exactly what else that was in her power she ought rather to have done” (Eliot 
792).  
Because Dorothea has faced consistent obstacles in doing great works (and 
sees the promise of more and more hindrances), she ultimately chooses to act 
practically. She takes the opportunity to enact her ideals on a more intimate 
scale—the only scale open to women of the early nineteenth century—while also 
coming to recognize and value her own desires. In marrying a man she loves, 
Dorothea simultaneously holds onto her compassion, her independence from 
social convention, and her desire to learn. After Dorothea and Will passionately 
agree to marry, Dorothea exclaims “and I will learn what everything costs!” 
(771). Always having desired knowledge, Dorothea now embraces a new kind of 
learning: on the literal level learning to be frugal, since her financial resources 
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will reduce upon her marriage, but also continuing to learn the costs—the 
consequences—of her decisions. The costs Dorothea pays for marrying Will 
might include what Isabel fears in a marriage to Warburton, “giving up other 
chances,”—that is, chances to pursue greatness. Maynard argues that Dorothea 
makes a “misstep” and loses “hope of a wider field of action or more epic life” 
(101). However, Dorothea makes this decision deliberately, without any illusions 
about her actual chances and in keeping with her core personal goals. 
Unlike Dorothea, Isabel receives no opportunity to select a new marriage, 
and Isabel must navigate challenges to her personality, including her ambition and 
idealism, in different ways. After Isabel marries Osmond, her ideal of retaining an 
independent spirit wavers: she prioritizes pleasing her husband in order to “play 
the part of a good wife” to such an extent that she does not support her 
stepdaughter Pansy’s desire to marry Ned Rosier, but endeavors to secure a match 
between Pansy and Warburton (James 433-434). Instead of encouraging Pansy to 
pursue her own goals and make her own decisions, Isabel pushes Pansy to focus 
on pleasing her father (James 490-491). Having lost her sense of independence 
and liberty through her stressful marriage, Isabel in this moment fails to uphold 
those ideals for Pansy and for herself. Making Osmond happy takes precedence 
over each woman’s own aspirations. However, Isabel begins to return to her 
previously held ideals when she defies Osmond by visiting her dying cousin 
Ralph. Though Isabel had wanted to resist any repudiation of the “most serious” 
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“single sacred act” of marriage (482-483), she comes to a point where she feels 
she must break with Osmond’s wishes. In their disagreement, Osmond 
emphasizes the significance of the issue from his perspective: “If you leave Rome 
today it will be a piece of the most deliberate, the most calculated opposition” 
(556). Isabel feels “the weight of the occasion; she knew that between them they 
had arrived at a crisis” (556). As Isabel considers her decision, she recalls her 
marriage vows: “marriage meant that a woman should cleave to the man” (560). 
She faces a values conflict: Isabel cares deeply for her cousin Ralph yet believes 
in remaining faithful to her vows, which in her culture entailed female obedience. 
After learning the truth about Madame Merle’s role in her story, Isabel ultimately 
chooses to disobey Osmond, exclaiming “Ah, I must see Ralph!” (569). This bold 
and difficult step helps Isabel regain some of her previous autonomy.  
Paradoxically, Isabel continues to expresses her rediscovered 
independence through her return to Rome, when she chooses to reject the escapist 
opportunity that Goodwood offers. Throughout the novel, Isabel demonstrates 
wariness of Goodwood as an unwanted, imposing figure: “he seemed to deprive 
her of the sense of freedom. There was a disagreeably strong push, a kind of 
hardness of presence, in his way of rising before her. …  Caspar Goodwood 
expressed for her an energy—and she had already felt it as a power—that was of 
his very nature” (James 128). Then, Isabel feels the need “to defend herself 
against a certain air that he had of knowing better what was good for her than she 
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knew herself” (169), experiencing a “sense that he was naturally plated and 
steeled, armed essentially for aggression” (169). Isabel also fears that one day she 
might change her perspective and view his hard qualities as a sort of safe harbor, a 
blessing in disguise (239). All these encounters build up to the final scene, when 
Goodwood’s fierce insistence and energy rise before her, and she refuses the safe 
harbor. She resists Goodwood’s encroachment on her independence and freedom, 
any “possession” of her or attempt to take care of her (612). When Isabel returns 
to Rome, the reader does not know whether she will remain with Osmond in the 
long term, but Isabel has refused to let Goodwood act as a savior. She will at least 
see through her promise to come back to Pansy, whom her father has sent away to 
the convent (570), and then must consider her next steps. Isabel recognizes that 
returning will be more complicated than leaving (586), and through navigating 
these difficulties, her personal development will continue. Critics have discussed 
extensively the ambiguity of the novel’s ending4, and the uncertainty opens up a 
space for readers to imagine what future Isabel will live out, to mentally create 
our own ideals.  
Isabel and Dorothea continue to engage readers’ imaginations today. Their 
stories speak to our lives by demonstrating the perennial challenge for individuals 
to negotiate competing social pressures while pursuing their personal vocations. 
                                                          
4 See Maynard (142) for further discussion 
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Contemporary authors show their recent textual engagement with the characters: 
John Banville’s 2017 novel Mrs. Osmond follows Isabel back to Rome and 
demonstrates his imagination of her further development, and Rebecca Mead’s 
2014 memoir My Life in Middlemarch discusses how Dorothea’s story (and 
Middlemarch as a whole) has interacted with and reflected Mead’s own personal 
growth. Modern cultural voices not only explore Isabel and Dorothea directly, but 
also deal with related themes regarding gender roles. The lyrics of Daya’s 2016 
pop song “Sit Still, Look Pretty” echo the pressure Dorothea and Isabel face to 
serve a decorative purpose as women, without meaningful activity or utility. The 
(female) singer rejects that passive role: “Oh, I don’t know what you’ve been told 
/ But this gal right here’s gonna rule the world / Yeah, that is where I’m gonna be, 
because I wanna be / No, I don’t wanna sit still, look pretty.” These sentiments 
contrast sharply with conduct writer Sarah Ellis’ declaration in 1845 that 
women’s “highest duty is so often to suffer and be still” (qtd. in Vicinus 
introduction). But, the song’s expression of female empowerment does not shock 
contemporary listeners, as it would Dorothea’s community and (to a lesser extent) 
Isabel’s. Western social thinking has generally accepted the idea that a woman 
can work toward what she wants in the public sphere, though in practice negative 
biases and barriers may remain.  
 On the other hand, cultural perspectives have not shifted dramatically 
with respect to masculinity: little expectation has arisen for men to proudly 
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embrace non-traditional roles in the domestic sphere. For example, Daya’s song 
says, “Then Snow White / She did it right … Had seven men to do the chores / 
‘cause that’s not what a lady’s for.” Daya presents a role reversal but implicitly 
paints domestic responsibilities as undesirable, for women or men. As a young, 
college-educated woman, I have seen that my female peers are conscious of a 
potential difficulty they may face in balancing the responsibilities of their future 
careers and future families. Meanwhile, my male peers do not seem to worry 
about upcoming pressure to choose between active fatherhood and public work. 
Thus, unique social challenges for women remain. Daya describes the central 
message of her song, which is “about not being an accessory for someone else. 
Just having your own dreams and goals. Going after them and not having to 
always try to please someone” (qtd. in Wass). Isabel and Dorothea certainly 
experience this same tension between pleasing others and “going after” their 
ambitions. The gender-based imbalances these women experience have evolved 
up to today: relating to personal relationships, the song claims, “The only thing a 
boy’s gonna give a girl for free’s captivity”—likely not true in all cases, but a fear 
remains that a committed relationship with a man will restrict a woman’s 
freedom, even though the law no longer eliminates her rights upon marriage.  
Then on the level of the public sphere, the Me Too movement of late 2017 
demonstrated the severity of sexual harassment in the workplace; likewise, the 
under-representation of women in professions of prestige and power is common 
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knowledge. Thus, just like Dorothea and Isabel, we today face an “imperfect 
social state,” as Eliot would describe it. Gender forms only one basis for injustice, 
both today and in the nineteenth century: Dorothea and Isabel, as middle-upper 
class White people, were free from many difficulties that people of color and of 
lower socio-economic status experienced. James’ and Eliot’s narratives omit any 
focus on the voices and experiences of non-White, non-wealthy people. However, 
Isabel and Dorothea’s stories might hold relevance for people of various 
marginalized identities. When an individual aspires toward a goal that the culture 
dictates he or she is not ‘supposed’ to pursue, the exercise of the imagination can 
become a great asset. This asset inspires creative efforts to forge an unexpected 
path to actualize the ideal.  
Idealism can co-exist with a realistic evaluation of opportunity, and 
idealism additionally provides hope when the actual challenges are strong. As 
Dorothea faces the disappointment of her marriage to Casaubon, she holds onto a 
belief that “comforts” her: “That by desiring what is perfectly good, even when 
we don’t quite know what it is and cannot do what we would, we are part of the 
divine power against evil—widening the skirts of light and making the struggle 
with darkness narrower” (Eliot 372). Dorothea respects her own passion—she 
considers her desire for the “perfectly good” to hold “divine power”—while she 
also prudently recognizes her obstacles, as a fallible human and as young woman 
with little social clout. She may not “quite know” the best course to achieve the 
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greatest good, and if she knew, she might not be able to actualize what she 
“would” to the full extent. This combination of idealism with recognition of 
reality motivates Dorothea to persevere in the face of difficulty. We also can 
follow this powerful model. 
Of course, the idealistic imaginations of Dorothea and Isabel also lead to 
errors, and the women fall short of reaching their full potential. However, 
imaginative thinking can just as easily lead astray nineteenth-century men and 
twenty-first century people, simply due to the workings of human cognitive 
psychology. Unfortunately, the consequences of such mistakes are not always 
equitable. This unfair social context sometimes requires individuals to 
compromise by making decisions that cannot express their ideals perfectly. Yet, 
Isabel and Dorothea hold onto the spirit of their core ideals while they endeavor to 
practice those ideals in ways that are actually available to them. Like these 
women, my peers and I seek to make a meaningful contribution to the world we 
inhabit: as we pursue our unique vocations, we might be wise to integrate 
energetic idealism, realistic assessment, and open-minded creative flexibility 
together. Despite inherent risks, embracing the potential of the imagination can 
lead us toward actualizing our personally meaningful and socially valuable 
ambitions, even if on an imperfect scale, as Dorothea and Isabel sought to do. In 
the end, the stories of these women serve not just a decorative purpose—though 
the novels are artistically beautiful—but have utility both as inspirations and 
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cautions for the contemporary reader, who strives to engage actively with the 
opportunities presented her, so that she may put her ideals—her calling—into 
practice. 
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